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Abstract
Every writer will suffer from writer’s block from time to time, and there are two general schools
of thought in dealing with this affliction: wait it out or struggle through. The purpose of this
thesis is to illuminate the nature of writer’s block from a fundamental level, beginning with the
neuroscience of creativity. From there, it will explore the three root causes of writer’s block: lack
of inspiration, burnout, and fear. And finally, with an understanding of its causes, it will be
possible to examine ways to combat writer’s block through methods based in neuroscience,
personal experience, and professional advice from published authors.
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Artist’s Statement
Introduction
The Supporting Role is a contemporary young adult novel set in New York City in the
world of musical theater. Fifteen-year-old Julie Elliott lives with her mother, Broadway star
Olivia Parker Elliott. Their once-close relationship crumbled over a year ago when Olivia took a
role on West End despite her promise to Julie that they would not travel during the school year.
Olivia refused to let Julie’s father stay with her until summer break and would not explain why.
Because of Olivia’s broken promise, Julie was forced to give up a leading role in the school
musical—something she never told her mother—and has not performed since. Now, with Olivia
starring in a Broadway revival of Into the Woods, the same show Julie had to quit, their
relationship is worse than ever. All Julie wants is to get away from her mother and the city that
serves as a constant reminder of what she has lost by spending the upcoming school year in
Texas with her father. But before Olivia will agree, Julie must commit to spending every
Monday, Broadway’s day off, with her mother working on their relationship for the rest of the
summer.
Julie reluctantly agrees to her mother’s terms, but she wholeheartedly takes on the task of
walking a bored spaniel, Bridget, for upstairs neighbor and family friend, Mrs. Ackerman.
Anything to take her mind off the absence of her best friend Jen who is spending the summer in
Chicago at a ballet intensive. When Julie and Olivia spend their first Monday together, the day is
as disastrous as Julie expected, but she is forced to admit that some of their problems might just
be her fault. In her efforts to make things right, Julie finally tells Olivia about having to quit the
show, and the two begin inching their way toward rebuilding their relationship. Julie also grows
closer to mysterious classmate, Evan Adams, after a couple of embarrassing run-ins.
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A health crisis for Mrs. Ackerman gives Olivia the opportunity to prove to Julie that she
is always her priority, but the closer they get to one another, the easier it is to see that there are
still secrets the mother and daughter refuse to share. When conversations about what the future
holds for Mrs. Ackerman and her dog, Bridget, lead to Julie and Olivia’s worst fight, Julie takes
matters into her own hands and boards a flight to see her dad in Houston just as Olivia takes the
stage for a show—and just as Evan arrives to pick up Julie for their first official date.
Once in Texas, Julie sees a previously hidden side of her dad, including a secret addiction
to alcohol and a willingness to bend the truth as it suits him. These issues help Julie see she
might have been wrong about Olivia; her mother has not been protecting herself with her secrets,
she has been protecting Julie. Just when Julie thinks she’s going to have to live with her
decisions, Olivia arrives to take her home. With all secrets out in the open, Julie works to make
things right with everyone she has hurt. With Mrs. Ackerman leaving for an assisted living
facility closer to her daughter, Olivia agrees to let Julie keep Bridget, and Evan proves more
understanding than Julie could have anticipated. The book ends with Julie sitting with her
expanded and pieced-together family at one of Olivia’s concerts. Olivia pulls Julie onto the
stage, and they duet. Olivia gestures for Julie to take the showy octave jump at the end, stepping
back into a supporting role.

My Process
At the beginning of this degree program, I had a work in progress in need of a massive
overhaul and a notebook of undeveloped ideas. I knew I wanted to work on the same project
throughout my coursework with the goal of having a polished manuscript ready to pitch after
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graduation. I decided to use one of my undeveloped ideas for my classwork with that goal in
mind. This would allow me to begin developing a process, from inception to finished
manuscript, that I could use for projects in the future.
One of my notebook ideas was for a teenage girl living in a famous mother’s shadow. As
I asked myself what the girl’s story might look like, I started jotting down snatches of dialogue in
her voice. I ended up with a document with paragraph after paragraph like this:
“On good days, I know Mom’s career was inevitable. There’s something so magnetic
about her when she’s on stage. How a voice can be so strong and sound so vulnerable,
I’ll never know. I’ve heard a lot of people tell her they feel like they know her so well
from her performances or interviews. I always think about how nice that must be. Yeah, I
know how she takes her tea, and that she’s going to be twenty minutes early for anything
performance related but ten late for anything personal. I have a front row seat to her
daily life. But being close to her means understanding that she’s unknowable. And I think
that’s the thing I blame her for most.
“On stage, she’s transparent. Heart on her sleeves, open book, all those cliches. And you
see that and just know there is such a depth to her. And then she comes home. What I’ve
learned, and what I’m sure my dad learned, is that she saves every ounce of that for her
audience.”
When I was done, I knew I had to pursue the project. It was clear that I would not use
most of this dialogue in the work itself; parts were too angry and petulant, so much so that
rooting for a character who said such things would be difficult. But I knew from the monologue
that the anger came from the character’s relationship with her mother, even if I did not yet know
what caused their rift. Even through her anger, Julie’s love for her mother was apparent. I knew I
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had to find the right balance between the two and their story would become clearer. As I
continued to sift through ideas for this mother-daughter duo over the next few days, that was
exactly what happened.
Work on the project began in earnest in the Fiction Writing course. I developed an outline
for one of the first assignments in the class. This version of the story would have seen Olivia in
the developmental stages of a new production with Julie stumbling into a role. It became clear
that there were problems with this plot, but I still planned to go in the same general direction.
I found the heart of the story while creating a detailed character profile for the class.
Through this profile, I worked through Julie’s appearance, likes and dislikes, heroes. Beyond
establishing that her hair is light brown and her eyes are green, this profile pushed me to
understand Julie on a psychological level. Now I knew her favorite sound was an orchestra
tuning, that she fears never achieving anything on her own, and that her biggest flaw is her
inability to see that things are not always black and white. In parsing through Julie’s physical and
psychological traits, I was able to understand her as a character and fill in some of the details in
her backstory. I realized that even though Olivia’s mother had passed away several years prior,
she was such a dominating presence in both Julie’s and Olivia’s lives that she was still impacting
them in crucial ways. The other major shift in the way I approached the story came with the
discovery of Julie’s dad. The relationship between long-divorced parents felt like the perfect
place to develop conflict and bury secrets.
Through the character outline, I began developing the supporting cast. Jen, Julie’s best
friend came into focus very early. Julie was not a character who would have a large circle of
friends, so it was important for a best friend to be someone who could understand her and her
situation on multiple levels. I knew they had similar interests, but I did not want them to be in
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competition with one another. Thus, Jen became a ballerina to contrast and complement Julie’s
passion for musical theater. At this point, I had several roles left to fill, both a mentor figure for
Julie and a love interest for her, but I decided to discover them through my drafting. I made a
new outline reflecting the changes in plot direction and began writing.
I drafted throughout the creative writing course. It was then that I discovered Mrs.
Ackerman, the best friend of Julie’s late grandmother and upstairs neighbor to Julie and Olivia.
Her voice came easily, and it quickly became apparent that she would serve as Julie’s mentor.
Her dog, Bridget, also served an important role in the story. Julie needed something to do over
the summer when she was not spending time with her mother. Walking Bridget filled this void
and agreeing to do so also helped ground Julie and make her more likable during a portion of the
book when her attitude could have alienated readers. A conversation between Julie and Mrs.
Ackerman suggested a bookending scene at the end of the story, giving me clear direction in
plotting. This conversation also proved key in understanding Evan, Julie’s love interest.
One of the most helpful things I did during my drafting was using the story for a
screenwriting class and fiction workshop during the same term. I was writing large portions of
the book for the workshop, and I went even deeper into outlining and character development for
the screenwriting class. Approaching the same project from different forms gave me a deeper
understanding of both the story and the characters. Workshopping the first section of the work
also helped me recognize some of my strengths and weaknesses in writing. As I continued to
draft, I was better able to address these issues.
After the end of the semester, I had about a quarter of the book drafted. I devoted most of
my summer to completing the first draft. This was the first time I had set major deadlines for
myself outside of classwork. I set daily word count goals, and ultimately, I finished ahead of
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schedule. I was amazed at the output I was able to achieve and how prepared I was to write
because of the outlining and character development I had done in the early stages of writing. I set
the book aside for about a week. After that, I read through the draft, making notes for later edits
as I went. Once I had finished, I made my story-level adjustments before going back through and
making sentence-level edits.

My Vision for The Supporting Role
When it became apparent a few years ago that at least for now, the majority of my book
ideas fit in the young adult market, I was disappointed. It was not a genre I particularly enjoyed.
I had not read many books in the space, jumping straight from classics like Anne of Green
Gables and Little Women on my way to Jane Austen and the Bronte sisters. I knew that to be
successful writing in a genre, one had to study the books being published in that market. But I
was determined to see my work in progress through. I dove headfirst into reading young adult
novels, trying to understand the conventions of the genre and the market as a whole.
I was surprised by how difficult it was to find books with more than superficial
redeeming value. Some were entertaining, sure, but many included heavy doses of underage
drinking and sex. These topics were presented casually, often flippantly. Parents in these books
were either absent or ignored, overly permissive, curiously uninterested in their children, or
presented as the story’s villain. As someone who has spent years working with and mentoring
teenage girls, these trends were incredibly alarming for me.
These books presented sex and drinking in a way that suggested everyone in high school
was doing these things, and anyone who did not was a social outcast. I have seen many young
girls make their way into social scenes like this because media has taught them this is the normal
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high school experience. They are made to believe that if they do not partake, their lives are
somehow lacking. Even if they recognize that large numbers of their classmates do not
participate, they see partying as a more worthwhile choice because of what they see portrayed in
movies, on television, and in young adult novels.
Similarly, the way parents are portrayed in many young adult novels can weaken rather
than strengthen relationships between young readers and their parents. Parental relationships are
one of the most important aspects of a teenage girl’s life. As I have watched girls navigate the
social pressures of high school, I have seen that parental relationships are one of the best
predictors of which girls will drift into the party crowd and which will be confident enough to
withstand the pressure. Girls with strong relationships with their parents are more likely to
remain true to the values they were raised in. Even if these girls experiment with sex and alcohol,
more often than not, they find their way back. Conversely, even mild-mannered “good girls”
drifted further and were less likely to course-correct if their relationships with parents were
lacking. Consistent negative portrayals of parents and other authority figures in young adult
novels reinforce the idea that these adults cannot understand teens, or worse, do not have their
best interests at heart. While such portrayals do not single-handedly destroy relationships, they
can chip away at them during an already fragile season.
I have intentionally written for the secular market. Young adult books for the Christian
market are sold in the Christian fiction section, not with other young adult releases. As a result,
they are less likely to make their way into the hands of target readers. To combat this problem,
publishers like Zondervan and Tyndale have launched young adult imprints focused on
publishing clean young adult fiction for the general market. These books do not have overtly
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Christian themes, and other than omitting the use of foul language and positive portrayals of
drinking and sex, they match the quality and content of other books in the market.
These books are not watered down, and they do not shy away from difficult topics. There
are books from these imprints that deal with abandonment, teen suicide, and parents involved in
criminal activity. These topics are rendered with the same complexity as one would expect from
other novels in the young adult market, and they never resort to preaching. They do, however,
show consequences and carry strong themes of redemption and forgiveness. This is the type of
book I wish to emulate and the void I pray The Supporting Role helps to fill.

Literary Context
In the general young adult market, The Supporting Role could be viewed as a clean
alternative to Morgan Matson’s The Unexpected Everything. That book features a teenage girl in
the aftermath of her father’s political scandal. Like Julie, her plans fall apart as a result of a
parent’s actions. The novel follows the rest of her summer as she reevaluates what she wants,
tries to formulate a new plan, and navigates a romance she wasn’t expecting. The Supporting
Role shares similar themes, but like much of Matson’s work, The Unexpected Everything
features prominent storylines regarding the main character’s sex life.
In recent years, a middle ground between Christian and secular publishing has been
cleared. Publishers like Zondervan’s Blink YA imprint have proven the market for clean young
adult fiction. Their books have been my main point of comparison for The Supporting Role.
Alison Gervais’s In 27 Days is one of the strongest offerings in the space. The main character is
given the chance to relive the previous twenty-seven days in the hopes that she can save a
classmate from committing suicide. While there is a fantasy element to the book, it is firmly
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rooted in and draws character from its New York City setting, a feeling I also attempted to
capture in my manuscript.
Another of Blink YA’s offerings, Heather Hepler’s We Were Beautiful similarly
integrated New York City into the plot. The book’s protagonist had complicated relationships
with her parents after an accident in which her sister was killed. The action takes place during a
summer stay with her grandmother, a character who functions in a similar role to Mrs. Ackerman
in The Supporting Role.

My Work as a Christian
Since first feeling called to pursue writing as a career, I have grappled with what exactly
such a calling entailed. I have tried to build my understanding based on my faith, first and
foremost. As I have studied calling, I realized that there are universal things that all Christians
are called to do, and any understanding of a more personal calling must begin with these things.
First, Christians are called to pursue excellence. We are told in Ephesians 5:1 to be
imitators of God, and Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 11:1 to imitate him as he imitates Christ.
Although none of us can live up to this standard, it is what we are to strive for in all we do.
The second thing Christians are called to do is share the Gospel. Part of that is reflecting
God’s character through our lives and work, and part of that lies in creating the best work
possible. Continually pursuing excellence in our lives and work is part of reflecting the character
of God to others. But we are also told in 1 Corinthians 3:13 that at the final judgment, our earthly
works will be tested by fire. I believe Christians must strive to infuse our work with the things
that withstand this fire; elements that represent God and his character. For example, in The
Supporting Role, Olivia protects her daughter from things she is not ready to know and readily
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forgives Julie’s missteps, mirroring the way God leads us into deeper trust and understanding
with Him. I have had to learn to trust God through difficult seasons, especially when He does not
reveal what comes next. It was a complete surprise to me to see this theme make its way into the
book, but it was an answer to several prayers. First, that God would continue to use some
difficult circumstances for good, and second, that He would use my work in any way He
chooses.
Based on recognizing the pursuit of excellence and sharing the Gospel as two parts of my
calling as a Christian, I wanted to understand my calling as a writer. The first thing that seemed
obvious to me was that I needed to pursue excellence by writing to the best of my abilities and
that I needed to continue to expand those abilities throughout my career. This means studying
writing craft. I read regularly about story and its structure, conventions and best practices, and
what goes into communicating in a clear and compelling way. I do my best to absorb whatever
information I can from teachers and writers further along in the craft than I am. Of course, none
of this information would do any good if I did not subsequently act, practicing and implementing
newfound knowledge. Bettering my writing also means cultivating an attitude of humility. I must
be able to recognize weaknesses in my work and my abilities if I am going to work through
them. I have to be able to take critiques and filter them, distinguish opinions and personal taste
from the truth, and be willing to accept help when it will make me and my writing stronger.
Understanding the connection between my work and sharing the Gospel has taken more
time and study. Ultimately, two books, Madeleine L’Engle’s Walking on Water and Jerram
Barrs’s Echoes of Eden, have helped me understand and embrace this part of my calling. I have
never wanted to write fiction for the Christian market. My ideas did not seem to fit there, and it
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felt wrong to force them to. But I was not sure I could be a Christian writer without creating
Christian art.
I was raised in a home where I was exposed to a wide variety of great art. Our house is
full of books, from theology to best-selling thrillers to literary classics. On vacations, we visited
museums and local galleries. We listened to music across a diverse range of genres. It was easy
to see how devout some artists were in their devotion to God and that they saw their work as a
way to glorify Him. Bach, Michelangelo, and Victor Hugo did not leave many questions about
their beliefs. But Beethoven? Monet? Henry James? It is a little harder to decipher. But I feel the
same sense of awe listening to Beethoven’s Eroica as I do listening to Bach’s Toccata and
Fugue. It felt like such a revelation when I read Madeleine L’Engle declare, “Christian art? Art
is art; painting is painting; music is music; a story is a story. If it’s bad art, it’s bad religion, no
matter how pious the subject” (L’Engle 5). I read the passage over and over. It felt like L’Engle
was giving me permission to admit I didn’t always like Christian art because it wasn’t always
good. But the implied half of what she was saying was what really struck me. How could art that
was not implicitly Christian be “good” in a deeper sense? Could any work I did be “good
religion” if it did not overtly profess my beliefs?
L’Engle proposes that it can, if an artist hit on deeper truth in the work, regardless of
personal belief. She does qualify that seeing Christ in the works and struggles of other artists
could be the projections of her faith onto a work but counters with the assertion that Christians
should do exactly that. “To be truly Christian means to see Christ everywhere,” (L’Engle 27). If
God is willing to make Himself known to us, who are we to tell Him “where he can and cannot
be seen?” (L’Engle 28). Seeing Christ in aspects of everyday life and secular art should be
recognized as a skill worth cultivating. It is a bias to be embraced rather than overcome.

HANBERRY 17
I was further assured when I read Echoes of Eden where Barrs explains those deeper
qualities to which L’Engle alluded. Barrs suggests that shared human memories, evident in
religions and myths around the world harken back to original truths. These include the almost
universal sense that the world is broken and needs to be set right. Religious traditions and myths
reflect the Biblical need for a savior, as well as belief in the need for atonement by sacrifice
(Barrs 75). Barrs illustrates how these truths, or echoes of Eden, affect us today through the story
of C.S. Lewis. As a boy, Lewis devoured fairytales and myths and eventually discovered the
works of writer and pastor, George McDonald. In these readings, particularly in McDonald’s
work, Lewis first encountered echoes of Eden. These were the universal truths, the reflection of
God’s perfect creation, holy and righteous and joyful. While it would be years before Lewis
became a Christian, it was these echoes, kernels of truth planted in his heart by fairytales, that
made him ready to receive Christ following a conversation with Hugo Dyson and J.R.R Tolkien.
Tolkien argued that the pagan myths and fairytales Lewis loved were shared human memories of
the Gospel, the original and true myth where all pagan myths and stories found their fulfillment
(Barrs 89-94). Lewis later credited the echoes of Eden he encountered in fairy stories like
McDonald’s works with his conversion. Tolkien had given name and reason to them, and Lewis
felt them resonate with truth. After several days of processing, he had to acknowledge that God
was real and had been calling Lewis to himself through these echoes for all of Lewis’s life (Barrs
95).
Barrs further illustrates how echoes of Eden can be seen in stories that are not necessarily
written for the Christian market, like the Harry Potter series or the works of Shakespeare,
through themes of good and evil, sacrificial love, and redemption. Barrs’s examination of these
works has given me the confidence to write stories to the best of my abilities and trust that if I
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am writing the stories God has given me, He can use them and speak through my words in a way
that surpasses anything I could communicate on my own.

Conclusion
The Supporting Role is not only the culmination of my work during this degree program
but also of a season of study and grappling with my calling. As my protagonist, Julie, must come
to trust that there is purpose in having to wade through secrets and uncertainty, I have had to
search for answers that have not always come easily. But I, like Julie, have come to understand
that Someone much wiser than I am has reasons for withholding answers. He has been faithful to
reveal them when I am ready for them.
Through my work on this book, I have come to a clearer understanding of what I hope for
my writing career. I hope to contribute high-quality books to the secular YA market. I pray that
anything I write would echo the Gospel and Christian principles and resonate in the hearts of
readers, even though my work may not explicitly speak of these things. This book is the product
of what I have learned about the writing craft, but more importantly, it is an offering. An offering
of my time, my energy, my skill, myself. An act of obedience. An answer and submission to His
call.
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Understanding and Combatting Writer’s Block
Introduction
In the 1961 movie Breakfast at Tiffany’s, Paul Varjack tells new neighbor Holly
Golightly that he is a writer and quotes a review of his book from 1956. When Holly asks what
Paul has written lately, he answered that lately he has been working on a novel. “Lately since
1956?” Holly questions. Paul defends himself and says he wrote earlier that day, but when Holly
checks his typewriter, there is no ribbon.
Paul was suffering from writer’s block, one of the most feared, debated, and
misunderstood phrases in the writing community. Anyone who pursues writing for an extended
period will encounter a block at some point, and most writers develop theories about how to
break through—or wait it out. For the purposes of this paper, I will define writer’s block as the
inability to solve a creative problem or move forward in a creative work. There is no shortage of
opinions on best practices when it comes to overcoming writer’s block. Some writers fall on the
side of choosing to be patient and waiting for inspiration to arrive, no matter how long she takes
in coming. Others argue for doing anything and everything to press forward, believing that
inaction is letting writer’s block—or laziness—win.
My interest in writer’s block stems from two differing experiences with it. Years ago
when working on my first major project, I wrote in spurts, only when inspiration struck. Seven
years after beginning, I have a finished draft, but it is disjointed and needs major reworking. In
contrast, The Supporting Role took less than a year to write and edit. As someone who wants to
pursue a career in writing, it is important for me to understand the differences between my two
attempts at writing a novel and why the second was more smooth and successful. My efforts to
understand proved to be my entry into a rabbit hole of neuroscience and writing habits.
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At its core, writer’s block is a problem with producing and accessing new ideas, in
essence, creativity. The study of creativity is a burgeoning sub-field of neuroscience. In recent
years, scientists have come closer to understanding the nature of creativity, including what fuels
and squelches it. Traditional material on writer’s block has also been drawn from the personal
experience of writers, which cannot be discounted. But with such a range of views on combatting
writer’s block, it can be overwhelming to discern what methods are truly effective. It is the
purpose of this paper to argue that weighing conventional wisdom regarding writer’s block
against the neuroscience of creativity, both its causes and hindrances, is the surest way to prevent
writer’s block and combat the occasional breakthrough case. This will be accomplished primarily
by combining relevant information from books on both writing craft and neuroscience, journal
articles on some of the more specialized aspects of the field, and several other sources featuring
discussions on the nature of creativity and writer’s block. I will also discuss my own divergent
experiences writing as a case study in the efficacy of some of these solutions. I will begin the
discussion with an overview of the nature and process of creativity, as well as the neuroscience
of creativity. Once these foundational elements have been established, I will explore the three
main causes of writer’s block and the ways to combat them.

Creativity
Creativity can be a difficult concept to define, but the working definition set forth by
psychologist and neuroscientist Anna Abraham in The Neuroscience of Creativity is an idea that
is both original and appropriate (7). Originality refers to the novelty of the idea, and
appropriateness refers to the value or fit of the idea in context (Abraham 8). Though the
definition sounds utilitarian and geared toward scientific discovery, it can just as easily be
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applied to the arts. An artist must convey an idea, mood, or theme, in an original and meaningful
way. These two components are generally accepted in the field of neuroscience, but some
researchers also include the element of surprise and the realization of the idea in their definitions
(Abraham 9-10), but ultimately, creativity is providing an original idea or solution and filling a
void in either function or thought.
For a writer seeking an understanding of writer’s block, it is perhaps more important to
understand how creativity works than to recite a precise definition. The neurological process
associated with creativity begins with memory, which is divided into two components: working
and long term. Long-term memory is where “fundamental knowledge” is stored and is virtually
unlimited in capacity (Randall and Dennis 232). Working memory is where conscious thought
occurs (Randall and Dennis 232). The fundamental knowledge in long-term memory is divided,
sorted, and stored in bundles. Bundles of related concepts are called forward for use in the
working memory, and bundles with associated concepts will be pulled forward as well (Randall
and Dennis 232). This is what happens when a person walks into a room and instantly recalls the
last time she was there, then who she was with, and what she ate at dinner that night. The
memories are connected, and activating one triggers the activation of associated memories.
Creativity occurs when new connections between concepts are formed, or when existing
concepts are used in a new domain (Randall and Dennis 232). Thus, the process of creativity is
dependent upon the stimulation of new associations in the mind.
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Creativity as a Process
The traditional model of the creative process, the Wallas model, was conceived through
research into the thought process of great thinkers and is divided into four stages: Preparation,
Incubation, Illumination, and Verification (Abraham 61). Preparation is the stage controlled by
the conscious mind where an investigation into a problem or topic occurs; the problem is turned
over in the mind during Incubation, which is ruled by the subconscious when the mind is resting,
disengaged, or distracted; the new idea surfaces in the conscious mind in the Illumination stage;
finally, Verification is the final stage in the conscious mind where the idea or solution is
evaluated and refined (Abraham 61-62).
In The Writer’s Process, author Anne Janzer adapts the Wallas model to better fit the
creative process of writers. In Janzer’s model, Preparation is defined in the same way as in the
Wallas mode, but for a writer, this phase includes research, compiled either intensively for the
project or collected over the course of a lifetime (Janzer 45). The Incubation phase is the same,
Illumination is renamed Insight, but the final stage, Verification, is replaced by Evaluation and
Elaboration. In Evaluation, the conscious mind determines the value of the idea, and Elaboration
is the refinement and fulfillment of an idea deemed worthy (Janzer 45).
With this basic understanding of the creative process, it seems that all cases of writer’s
block should be avoidable through the stimulation of new associations in the memory. In theory,
if a writer can stimulate new associations between ideas or activate a higher number of bundles
into the working memory, new ideas should follow suit. The main problem is that the creative
process depends as much, if not more, on the subconscious mind as the conscious mind. A writer
cannot directly control the output of creative ideas because of the role the subconscious plays in
creativity. He can, however, take steps to stimulate and increase creative potential by influencing

HANBERRY 24
the Preparation stage and stimulating Incubation. With this working knowledge, it is now
possible to dive into an exploration of the three primary causes of writer’s block— lack of
inspiration, burnout, and fear—and some practical ways to mitigate their effects.

Lack of Inspiration
One of the more commonly cited causes of writer’s block among the authors of writing
craft books is a lack of inspiration. Writers with this mindset wait for the ideas and solutions to
come. For many, this is the end of the road. If the idea does not come easily, the story must not
be there. Historically, artists suffering from creative blocks have attributed their troubles to the
Muses, the ancient Greek patrons of creativity. While the traditional image of the Muses
bestowing ideas on unsuspecting artists and occasionally withdrawing their favor might be a
stretch, the ancients may have been on to something. Mnemosyne, best known as the goddess of
memory, was also the mother of the Muses (Orlando, 151). Since creativity is facilitated through
new connections between bundles of information, memory truly is the mother of creativity.
The idea that an artist must sit and wait for inspiration sets writers up for abject failure, and it is a
fundamental misunderstanding of the Muses. If the Muses are born of memory, the foundational
elements of creativity must be present before inspiration can strike. And if it is possible to plant
the seeds for inspiration, it is possible to cultivate an environment where it grows year-round.

Summoning Inspiration
A lack of inspiration is primarily a problem in the Preparation and Incubation stages.
Author M. L. Ronn defines the root problem behind lack of inspiration as the subconscious mind
not knowing from where to draw material (47). The brain needs to make new connections
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through conceptual expansion, or the “meaningful addition of new elements or perspectives, or
associations with existing concepts in our knowledge stores” (Abraham 71). This means the two
ways to break through writer’s block manifesting as a lack of inspiration are to facilitate
connections between existing memory bundles or add new material to be stored.
Facilitating new connections between existing bundles of information can be achieved
through several types of associative processing, which expands creative potential. Two of the
most important types of associative processing are analogical and metaphorical thinking.
Analogical processing uses analogies to map relationships between ideas (Abraham 69). Near
mapping analogies feature more closely related concepts, such as comparing a furnace to a
woodstove and feeding them coal and wood, respectively. Far mapping analogies are more
disparate, pairing concepts like feeding a furnace with coal to feeding the stomach with food
(Abraham 69). Practicing making analogous connections is one way to directly stimulate
creativity. The second associative processing method is metaphorical. This type of thinking is
harder to stimulate and involves more loose associations, but studies have shown that once
someone reads a new metaphor, their interpretation of subsequent sentences is more creative
(Abraham 70).

Feeding the Subconscious
Beyond facilitating new connections, it is possible to stimulate the Preparation phase by
adding new material, which leads to the more practical steps a writer can take to guard against
and combat writer’s block. First, though, it is important to understand the way Preparation and
Incubation work in tandem to lead to Insight. As stated, Preparation is the absorption and
conscious attention to the creative problem that needs to be solved, and Incubation is ruled by the
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subconscious. Because Preparation includes life experience and general knowledge, one of the
first things any writer suffering from a block should try is to engage in constructive daydreaming
(Kaufman and Gregoire 31). This is a step from Preparation to Incubation, turning to the
subconscious by indulging in tasks that do not require the mind’s full attention. By giving
daydreams a general direction and letting the mind wander, the subconscious mind has a chance
to make new connections and present new insights. Tasks that facilitate this kind of daydreaming
or mind-wandering include driving, walking or another repetitive exercise, or even taking a
shower (Kaufman and Gregoire 37-40).
I have found that I am particularly productive after daydreaming during road trips or a
commute. A few years ago, I was working on a project and engaged in this kind of mindwandering every day on the drive to and from school and made steady progress on the novel. But
when my commute stopped, so did my ideas. I was not disciplined with writing, and I waited for
bursts of inspiration to work on the project. While drafting The Supporting Role, I had a similar
drive for a tutoring job. Although my writing took place sitting at my desk, most of my plotting
and characterization happened on those drives. During periods when I did not have to drive as
much, walking and rowing both proved excellent substitutes. But when all else failed, I grabbed
my keys, took a drive, and spent some time letting my mind wander.
For mind wandering to be effective, the ground for ideas must first be fertilized. This can
be done by living in a perpetual state of research. Prolific writer James Scott Bell recommends
researching topics connected to a project before beginning work (Just Write 37-38). This can
expand the conception of the topic, opening new possibilities and directions for the work. Ed
Catmull, co-founder and President of Pixar Animation, wrote that one of the keys to Pixar’s
creativity and success is dedication to continually broadening viewpoints (Catmull 191-192).
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Animators work to keep their ideas fresh and original through research into all aspects of each
movie’s world, like taking a trip to Paris to shadow gourmet chefs for Ratatouille or a touring
San Francisco’s sewage treatment plant for a sequence in Finding Nemo (Catmull 196-197). This
allows them to pull from real life and expand the creative potential of the work because of their
own expanded creative potential, and they are able to create something entirely new. To further
support creativity, the company established Pixar University, which offers free classes in
subjects like drawing, meditation, computer programming, and acting, taught by world-class
instructors during the workday (Catmull 220). Pixar executives believe so strongly in research
and new experiences that they have built their culture around them.
Research may sound like something belonging to the world of nonfiction, but fiction
writers benefit equally from the practice. Writing coach Lewis Jorstad of The Novel Smithy
instructs writers to take a day to collect images, music, videos, quotations, or anything else that
connects to the story in some way (Jorstad 17-19). The resulting file serves as inspiration and
frame of reference for the rest of the project. I can trace the way previously unrelated media I
consumed in the months leading up to the writing of The Supporting Role combined in my
subconscious and inspired the book, something I will discuss in greater detail later. But some of
the things that helped my progress most are things that writers—and neuroscience—suggest are
most helpful in generating new ideas: reading, listening to music, and taking in several other
forms of media.
Reading is one of the most direct ways to take in new information. It is a way to
internalize stories as well as see how other authors have approached situations like the ones
causing the writer’s blockage. It can create new connections between concepts and facilitate
conceptual expansion. Reading can help feed the subconscious mind, reducing the chance of
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suffering from writer’s block. “Reading fills the creative well because it gives the subconscious
reference points for characters, story, and dialogue” (Ronn 61). Similarly, author Dani Shapiro
contemplated the fate of people who say they want to be writers despite not reading regularly.
“What would provide you with nourishment, with inspiration?” (33). Stephen King once referred
to reading as the “creative center of a writer’s life” and concluded someone who does not have
time to read does not “have the time (or the tools) to write” (On Writing 147). Reading is a
fundamental requirement of writing, and not doing so almost ensures a writer is headed for a
blockage.
Many writers forego reading while drafting a new book, including the Queen of
Suspense, Mary Higgins Clark. Clark found reading distracting in the middle of a project, but she
gorged herself on fiction as soon as she turned in a manuscript (Mary Higgins Clark). A writer
who reads voraciously between projects and works quickly (Clark produced one, sometimes two
books a year during her sixty-year career) may have enough to feed the subconscious during the
writing process to forego reading during this period. Personally, I have found that reading during
the writing process often sparks increased productivity. I am more likely to exceed my word
count goals when I read either a writing craft book or a book in the same genre as my work in
progress.
Reading poetry may also prove beneficial to writers. Poetry is a shorter form of writing,
and poets must infuse every word with meaning. Reading poetry is also one way to improve
associative processing through metaphor and analogy. Metaphor and vivid descriptions can help
stimulate new conceptual formations relatively quickly, meaning that picking up a poetry book
during a spell of writer’s block may be effective in breaking through (Barkley). Stephen King
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wrote that while he began learning about good writing from novelists, he learned more by
reading the poetry of T.S. Eliot and William Carlos Williams (On Writing 180).
Though it might be difficult to find a writer who would not endorse reading, many
eschew television and movies as sources of inspiration (Ronn 27). I struggle to understand this
dismissal. Best-selling novelist David Morrell was inspired to become a writer because of a
television show (ix). Both are forms of story and carry some of the same lessons about good
storytelling that books do, often in a more digestible way. Studying television shows is an
excellent way to learn about plotting character arcs and placing chapter breaks to build tension
and suspense. The points where shows switch between storylines and the pacing between such
switches are similar to the way writers pick up various story threads. Storylines must progress at
the right pace and tie the story together at the right moment, whether the story is written for the
page or screen. Movies can also help writers think visually, enabling them to instill work with
more vivid descriptions. Watching shows and movies critically can help writers develop a
stronger sense of story and plotting. Movies especially should be studied for where important
plot points fall and how these elements strengthen a story. Because of these elements of overlap,
movies and television can spark new ideas or inspire new methods of storytelling for writers.
Consuming art of almost any kind can lead to different ways of thinking, which is always
positive for a writer. Whether it’s reading, watching a movie, or staring at a painting or sculpture,
consumption of art feeds the subconscious. Vincent van Goh admired work by other painters, but
his main sources of inspiration were books, especially the works of Charles Dickens. He wrote in
one letter, “My whole life is aimed at making the things from everyday life that Dickens
describes” (Hughes). Drawing from other forms of art enriches and inspires new works, and the
power of this practice cannot be underestimated.
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One art form that supports creativity in a multitude of ways is music. Music is a powerful
tool for feeding the subconscious, inspiring new ideas, and setting the tone for a writer’s work.
Listening to music can impact a writer’s project in several ways. First, music can directly
influence a work. Song lyrics can spark inspiration by introducing new ideas or emotions to the
work. I like to choose songs that represent specific characters, connecting to their ultimate goals
or core motivations and serving as an anchor for my characterizations. If it feels like I am
drifting, listening to the song helps me re-center or challenge the decisions the character makes.
For example, when writing The Supporting Role, I struggled to understand the mother until I
realized she could be characterized by the NEEDTOBREATHE song, “Banks”. The idea of her
seeing her role in her daughter’s life as the banks of a river, “I want to hold you close but never
hold you back” (NEEDTOBREATHE), helped me piece together her personality and make sense
of her choices.
Lyrics can also function similarly to poetry in the way they must succinctly convey a
message, and the rhythm and flow can help to inspire deeper attention to prose. Dani Shapiro
connects her childhood piano lessons to her work, writing, “I was preparing myself for a lifetime
of working with words. The phrasing, the pauses, the crescendos and diminuendos, keeping time,
the creating of shape, the coaxing out of a tonal quality. All these are with me as I approach the
page” (76). Without these qualities, reading can become monotonous.
Many writers also recommend listening to instrumental music. Classical music and movie
scores can inspire specific feelings or help inspire tone or mood. Johns Hopkins studied jazz
pianists and found different parts of the brain are activated as the mood of the music played
changes (qtd. Mental Game 81), so manipulating emotions through music while writing can open
new creative possibilities. Writers may make project-specific playlists (Ronn 93), something I
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have done for years. I can trace many creative breakthroughs to the right song shuffling on as I
worked on a scene. There have also been many times when I was stuck trying to brainstorm for a
particular storyline. On one occasion, I was thinking through a romantic subplot and listening to
a playlist of romantic and upbeat songs. But a melancholy tune snuck through, and I realized the
road for my couple had been incredibly smooth. That song helped me see that I sorely needed to
inject tension into the plot.
Beyond directly impacting a project, music can help a writer’s mind reach its full creative
potential. One recent study found that listening to “happy” music (defined in the study as
positive and arousing) can lead to increased scores in divergent thinking (Ritter and Ferguson),
one measurement of creativity. Music is also the easiest entry point to mind-wandering or
daydreaming (Rattner). It reduces stress, positively impacting overall wellness, and reduces an
anxiety-induced focus that limits creative potential (Heid). It further promotes happiness, which
is intimately connected with creativity (Happiness).

Beyond Feeding the Subconscious
Besides research and consuming various kinds of media, there are several practical
approaches to facilitating the Preparation and Incubation stages of the creative process. One is to
approach a project from an entirely new angle. At the beginning of a recent semester, I
hypothesized that working on a project in two forms simultaneously would lead to a stronger
work. I tested my hypothesis by enrolling in screenwriting and a fiction workshop during the
same term and used The Supporting Role for both classes. The practice of outlining and
summarizing key passages for the screenplay, as well as boiling passages from my manuscript
down to what was essential to convey the theme made the book’s plot tighter, strengthened the
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pacing, and helped me to visualize the story and characters. These formats are prime for this kind
of parallel work, but it might also help to write short stories featuring minor characters or the
protagonist’s backstory or condense a novel’s plot into a narrative poem.
Another way to keep inspiration at the ready is by following its lead. Ideas often come
before a writer goes looking for them, but they should not go to waste for their early arrival.
Writing ideas in a notebook or taking notes on a cell phone ensures ideas are accessible when the
writer finds a place to use them. These ideas can be snippets of dialogue, a phrase that tickles the
ear, a title that captures attention, the seeds of a book idea, or a full-fledged scene. The writer
may have a particular project in mind for the idea, or it may be something to bank for a future
project.
Beyond having a document ready to peruse for inspiration, developing the senses to take
note of one’s surroundings can be beneficial for writing. It can make a writer more connected to
her surroundings, enabling her to bolster her writing with richer detail and true-to-life characters.
But these idea journals do not have to be random flashes of inspiration. James Scott Bell
recommends sitting down and brainstorming ideas regularly, especially when feeling creative
(Mental Game 38). Writers should always be ready to capitalize on especially creative moods
when the subconscious begins making new connections and sending fresh insight to the
conscious mind. Bell also recommends jotting down ideas without a filter only editing once the
brainstorming session is over (Mental Game 40-41). Similarly, freewriting in a character’s voice
can provide invaluable insights, as well as help establish a writing flow. This practice was the
starting point for The Supporting Role and took me from a simple concept to a developed outline
in a matter of days.
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One final way to stimulate creative associations is to ask probing or “what if” questions,
which Bell numbers among his favorite idea-generating games (Mental Game 37). Writers can
start by chasing down alternate threads stemming from past decisions, like jobs not taken or
relationships not pursued. If the choice had been different, what would life look like now?
Surroundings can be a starting point as well. What is the story behind the guy wearing a threepiece suit sitting in the back corner of the diner? This game can work for both developing new
story ideas and fleshing out concepts for works in progress. It can be fun to follow the threads as
far as possible and jot down the best ones in an idea journal.

Burnout
Inspiration-related writer’s block may be the easiest of the three primary causes of
blockage to combat because it can be tied to specific stages of the creative process, inviting
practical solutions. The second cause is more generalized, and conquering it involves a more
holistic approach. Burnout can happen when writers push themselves too hard, do not take care
of themselves, or lose the joy or passion for writing. Any one or a combination of these things
has the potential to cause a burnout-induced blockage, but there are steps writers can take to try
and prevent this from happening.
Most writers know how it feels to write something we would rather not. Whether it is for
work, school, or a once-exciting project that must be finished for a deadline, it can be difficult to
tap into inspiration when enthusiasm wanes. To fight against burning out due to a lack of
passion, writers may keep a passion project. James Scott Bell suggests writing on this project
first thing in the morning—or before working on more difficult projects—because it will activate
the flow of words and put the writer in the mood to write (Just Write 44). When progress on a
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primary project stalls or becomes too difficult, a writer should switch to the passion project to
regain a sense of joy in the work. Author David Morrell writes that he switches projects or
genres whenever he feels he is fixating on a problem. “Write something. Motion and change.
Those are the solutions when the problem is in your head” (Morrell 138). M.L. Ronn highlights
the importance of switching not only what one writes, but where, when, and how. Changes in
routine can create a shift in the way a writer approaches the project or provide the subconscious
with the material it needs to break through problems (Ronn 85). If one normally writes on the
computer, he could try writing in longhand (Ronn 86). Even the sensory change from typing on a
keyboard to feeling a pen scratch against paper can be enough to reignite workflow.
Another way to avoid burnout is to avoid it in other aspects of one’s life. Writers should
take care of themselves both physically and mentally. Healthy writers have more to give to the
work. Exercising contributes to overall wellbeing, but it can also fuel creativity. It is the perfect
time for the subconscious to stew and work on writing-related problems. I have personally
experienced this. I was looking for the right place to end the first book in a series, but nothing
seemed to work. I took a break to walk and listen to music, and a new song on my playlist began.
In a flash, I knew not only the book ending but also a major structural fix. Similarly, taking
power naps when one feels worn out while trying to solve a story problem can give the
subconscious time to work (Ronn 68). At the very least, the writer can approach the project again
somewhat rejuvenated and with fresh eyes.
There is a special kind of burnout waiting at the end of every project if a writer is not
careful. Finishing a writing project carries a great sense of achievement, but it can also be the
source of a blockage. A few years ago, I finished a draft of a work in progress and believed I was
finished with it for good. I had been working on it for years and had poured so much of myself
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into it. The characters were like family, and the idea of not spending time with them triggered a
mild depression. It is this very reason that many writers, like James Scott Bell and Madeleine
L’Engle, suggest keeping projects in various stages of development.
Bell prescribes treating the writing life like a movie studio (Just Write 42). This means
having a list of ideas to develop, a project or two that are a little more fleshed out, and one
project outlined and ready to write once a primary project is finished. As a rule of thumb, Bell
recommends always having at least three projects at different stages of development. Madeleine
L’Engle likened it to cooking on all four burners on the stove (215-216). A writer can add
ingredients to each pan as she works or stir one when it begins to bubble, but her primary focus
will be on one at a time as she finishes them. Having something new ready to dive into can save
a writer from a post-project slump, and having a project already in development can provide the
excitement and incentive to move on.

Fear
Like burnout, fear is a more abstract opponent to steady productivity, derailing even
seasoned professionals. Writers must either address and conquer their fears or learn to live with
them and harness them. The first step in doing so is diagnosing the cause of the fear. Fear could
emanate from the story, the publication process or success of the book, or from something else
entirely (Ronn 100). But fighting fear and mitigating its effects cannot begin until one knows
where to go to work.
If the fear stems from a problem with the story, it may help to write a different part of the
book (Ronn 103). Writing around the problem spot while the subconscious work away at the
issue a little longer or approaching the issue from a different angle can function as a workaround
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from the blockage. Fear can be paralyzing and drive writers to fixate on issues that could and
should be addressed later in the process, stalling all progress. One cannot fix something that has
not been written. The main goal should be to keep working and wait to analyze and edit until
there are concrete issues to fix (Shapiro 138). Dani Shapiro wrote that a writer cannot know if
something is or is not going to work until he has tried it (43). Writing comes first, editing comes
later.
If the problem is the magnitude of the project, narrowing focus may help. Ronn suggests
“microfocus”, or not thinking about anything beyond the next sentence (88). This amounts to
inching one’s way out of a block. The writer can continue to make progress until he is better able
to deal with the full scope of the project. Shapiro does not get that specific with her advice but
likens the situation to working on a jigsaw puzzle. One starts with the edges and works her way
to the interior (16-17). The writer must find the corners of her project, whether that means the
most vivid scenes that she can envision, the first and last scenes, or utilize Ronn’s microfocus
technique. The focus technique can be adapted to the writer’s strengths to make the project feel
less daunting.
Another prevalent fear among writers is inadequacy, the idea that nothing will ever be
good enough, regardless of the time and effort involved. There is also fear of rejection by those
in the publishing industry, readers, or friends and family. But Thomas Merton wrote, “We cannot
achieve greatness unless we lose all interest in being great” (qtd. in Shapiro 118-119). The work
must be the goal, not praise or achievement. A writer must love the work and the process more
than she fears failure. The job of the writer is to write, not judge, at least during drafting (Shapiro
119). Writers must sit and do the work, write through the fears, and let those fears be
encouragement to study the craft and grow.
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Waiting for the Right Pieces
Having built a case for breaking through writer’s block at all costs, it is time to add a
loophole into the argument. There are times when it may benefit the writer and the final project if
the writer chooses to wait instead of forcing through the block. There are cases when there is not
a blockage at all; the writer just does not have all the pieces to make the project work. The
Supporting Role wouldn’t have been possible if I had started working on it even a few months
before. It was the perfect combination of ideas rattling around in my subconscious, waiting to be
woven together. It began with reading Todd Fisher’s memoir, My Girls, about growing up with
his sister, Carrie Fisher, and their mother, Debbie Reynolds. Then I re-watched the short-lived
television series Bunheads starring two-time Tony winner Sutton Foster as a washed-up
showgirl-turned dance teacher. During the COVID-19 shutdown, I watched a lot of Stars in the
House, a daily webcast featuring some of Broadway’s biggest stars. Those episodes sent me into
a spiral. I found myself watching way too many YouTube videos of performances and expanding
my library of cast albums.
During the period I was absorbing all this media, I was also preparing to say goodbye to
my grandmother. She lived with Alzheimer’s for over ten years, and my family quickly learned
that bad news was easier to remember than good. We decided not to tell her difficult things after
that. In her final days, she regained a presence of mind she had not displayed in years, and she
asked questions painfully close to the secrets we had kept from her. I stuck to evasions and vague
answers. In losing her, I grappled with the complicated legacy she left and all the things she did
not know. Had the family shielded her for her good or ours? This internal debate surfaced in The
Supporting Role as the main narrative tension. This experience and struggle had to take place, I
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had to consume specific works, and all of it had to be stored in my memory before my
subconscious could connect them and tell me it had an idea worth pursuing.
While this process happened quickly with The Supporting Role, there are times when the
core idea of a story comes long before all of the pieces for the book are in place. The
subconscious needs more time and more material, and no amount of pushing can break through
writer’s block at that point in time. I faced this dilemma years ago when I had the core idea for a
book at the age of thirteen. I tried to begin writing the story every few years but could never
make it past the first page. When I was twenty, I had a new idea for one of the book’s minor
characters, and the rest of the story quickly came into focus. After that, I was able to begin work
on the book in earnest, even though my subconscious had been searching for the right pieces to
tell the story for over seven years.
One famous example of a writer waiting to work on a project is C.S. Lewis in his
attempts at retelling the myth of Cupid and Psyche. Lewis made his first attempt during his
undergraduate studies, then on and off for much of his adult life (Schakel). Decades later, Lewis
was finally able to complete the story and published it as his final novel, Till We Have Faces.
The book Lewis considered to be his best would have been an entirely different story had he
pushed through his writer’s block during his undergraduate years before he became a Christian.
The idea of giving in to writer’s block might seem to contradict the arguments previously
established in this paper, but that is not true in all cases. A writer may accept that the timing is
not right for a particular project without giving in to the blockage entirely. Moving on to another
project is a victory against writer’s block in its own right. C.S. Lewis wrote extensively on other
projects between his attempts at writing Till We Have Faces, demonstrating the healthy response
to facing a persistent blockage on a project. When I first attempted to write a novel, I faced a
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blockage that I can now identify as not yet having all the pieces. Back then, however, I took the
blockage to mean I was not ready to write a book, and I wrote very little between my attempts at
that one story. Instead, I should have followed Lewis’s example of moving on to different
projects and developing my skills, paving an easier path for myself once the pieces for my pet
project were finally in place.

Conclusion
When it comes to beating writer’s block, the same methods may not work for everyone.
Writer’s block requires an individualized prescription that must be found through trial and error.
There are, however, habits and practices supported by professional writers and the neuroscience
of creativity, and any combination of them might prove to be a writer’s key to consistent
productivity. The scientific answer to writer’s block is to stimulate new connections in the
memory, primarily in the subconscious mind. Such stimulation is best achieved through mind
wandering or directed daydreaming. Exercise, driving, or something repetitious that does not
require full conscious attention can be excellent ways to give the subconscious free reign.
Listening to music can also be a mind-wandering stimulant.
Mind-wandering is more effective when the mind has plenty of fresh material from which
it can make new connections. Living in a constant state of observation, research, and continued
learning can expand the mind’s creative potential. New information means new connections in
memory sorting and storage, which ultimately leads to new ideas. For a writer, reading is a
necessity. Consumption of other art forms with a less direct connection to a writer’s work can be
helpful as well, such as observing paintings or pictures, watching movies or television shows,
reading poetry, or listening to music. Each of these forms can inspire a writer directly or
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indirectly, but they are all capable of stirring different emotions or sparking new avenues of
thought.
There are times when the biggest block a writer faces is not a lack of ideas, but a lack of
motivation, passion, or energy. Writers can reach a point of burnout, which can be a slower
recovery process than writer’s block. Burnout is best prevented by balancing the work and
responsibility of writing with self-care and passion projects. Similarly, writers may face
blockages induced by fear. Fears of inadequacy, judgment, or rejection can each be enough to
prevent writers from moving forward with their work. There are ways to work around such fears,
but ultimately, each individual writer must make the decision to face whatever fear is blocking
his work and stare down the potential negative outcomes.
Sometimes, the pieces that will make the project have not yet come together. Paul from
Breakfast at Tiffany’s had to meet Holly. I needed Debbie Reynolds, a Broadway performance
wormhole, and a complicated personal loss before I had all the pieces for The Supporting Role.
When the pieces are not there yet, writers must be prepared to continue with whatever work they
can, while continuing to feed the subconscious and lay the foundation for the creative process.
There are times when patience is the only answer. But I have found that the best ideas are worth
the wait and that there is joy in living life in a way that promotes creative thinking. I have fallen
in love with the process of writing, and that love is strong enough to fight through any block this
writer may encounter.
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The Supporting Role
Chapter One
I smile as soon as I see the group of college-age girls staring Mom down. I nod my head
and mouth, It’s her. As a life-long New Yorker, it’s pretty easy for me to spot tourists—
something in the wide-eyed expression and the way they clog foot traffic on the sidewalk—but
it’s even easier for me to tell when someone has recognized my mom. Not usually a welcome
sight, but since I don’t really want to sit down across a table from Mom for an hour, even for
breakfast at Sarabeth’s, this group is a welcome sight.
We’re just walking up to the restaurant and Mom reaches for the door handle.
“Ms. Elliott?”
Mom closes her eyes and takes a breath before turning around with a smile plastered
across her face.
“It is you!” The first girl screams. The other two run forward.
“We saw your show last night! You were amazing!”
“Oh, you’re too sweet!” Mom answers. “So where are you girls from?” Again, obviously
not from here, based on the ankle boots, ripped jeans, and wide-brim hat the loud one is wearing.
I stand to the side of the scene, waiting for the inevitable moment one of them pulls out a
phone and asks for a picture. Mom makes small talk while they dig through their purses for
something she can autograph for them.
“I loved you on Breakout.” The one in the back finally chokes out. I can see her shaking
from here and want to tell her that meeting my mom shouldn’t be that exciting, but I decide to let
her figure that out on her own. “I can’t believe it was cancelled.”
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Well, that’s what happens when no one watches the second season, I want to say, but I
bite my lip.
I was used to Mom being Broadway-famous, meaning famous enough that every once in
a while someone would ask for a picture or autograph. Then she booked the starring role on the
TV musical and it started happening more, but still not on a life-altering level. So much for being
on her way to the A-list.
“Julie?” Mom looks at me and motions to one of the girls, who is now, you guessed it,
holding out her phone. I take it from her hand.
“And three… two, one.” I barely take time to frame the shot. The girls shriek and thank
Mom. The one who handed me her phone walks over to retrieve it.
“You’re so lucky,” she tells me before walking away.
“Don’t think I don’t know you waved them over,” Mom says over her shoulder as she
turns to open the restaurant door.
Yeah. Lucky me.
I fall into step behind Mom, but now she probably doesn’t want to talk to me either,
which is all I really wanted. We follow the hostess around the half wall into the front dining
room. The weekend crowds have cleared, and there are a few empty tables close by. This is one
of those rare places that locals love as much as tourists, but it’s Monday, and most of the locals
are back at work. Not Mom. Most Broadway shows are closed on Mondays, something I thought
was really fun when I was little. Now it’s just another day.
Our table is a half-booth in the corner. Mom drops down on the brown leather booth and I
sit across from her in the chair. I make the mistake of glancing at myself in the mirrored wall
over Mom’s shoulder. I don’t like seeing us side by side like this. Same brown hair, but hers has
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a little more luster. Same chin, but my jawline is slightly rounder. The comparisons make me
feel like a knock-off, a purse that says Prado instead of Prada. I turn and look out the window
while she looks down at the menu, like she’s not going to order the same thing she always does.
There’s a steady stream of people walking by outside, and across the street I can see the
wall of trees that mark the edge of Central Park. I order my coffee and French toast with
strawberries, and Mom orders her grapefruit juice and granola with yogurt and berries.
“Big plans for the day?” Mom asks, mature adult that she is, ready to move past being
annoyed with me.
“Not much,” I say.
She gives me a tired look, and I know she’s asking me to meet her halfway.
“I might do some reading.” Maybe it isn’t halfway. Probably more like a quarter. But she
seems happy for anything I’m willing to give these days.
“I have a benefit concert tonight.”
I could have guessed. She agrees to charity stuff whenever her schedule allows. Even at
my snarkiest, I can’t fault her for that. Some people do them for the exposure— the videos that
make it to YouTube do pretty well, and you never know who’s in the audience. But I think Mom
sees it as part of the job. You know, giving back and all that jazz. Either way, Olivia Parker
Elliott’s name on a program generally sells some extra tickets.
“You can come with me if you want to,” she offers, even though she has to know what
I’m going to say.
“I’ll probably just order in dinner and watch a movie.”
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Our food comes, giving us a reason not to talk. Not that we would have, but it makes it
easier to justify the silence. I make decent progress on the oversized, egg-soaked sourdough
before Mom makes another attempt at conversation.
“Julie.”
I look up at her and a drop of syrup runs down my chin. For a second, she smiles and
looks like she’s about to laugh. I keep a straight face and wipe my chin with my napkin. Then
her smile is gone, and I can tell she’s back to thinking about what to say next. Like she has it
planned out and she’s checking the notes she made on her script.
“I think we need to put some work into our relationship this summer. We don’t normally
have a lot of time together, but right now there’s no excuse.”
I’m sure I could have come up with several excuses with a little advance notice. I pick a
couple of seeds out of a strawberry with my fork. She leans forward and lowers her head,
probably trying to see if I’m listening. I look up and meet her eyes to show her I am. I just don’t
have anything to say. So she says more. She always says more.
“I don’t get it, Jules. It’s like you woke up one day and decided you don’t like me
anymore.”
She’s not that far from the truth.
“I know this can’t just be about London,” she continues. “I don’t know what happened,
and you’ve made it perfectly clear you aren’t going to talk to me about it. But whatever has been
going on this year stops now.” She taps the table with one finger.
I raise an eyebrow and stare across at her. Her face softens and her shoulders sag a little.
“Come on,” she says. “We need something to change, here. I don’t think you want things
to go on like this, do you?”
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“Not really.”
“Good.” She straightens her back and grins. “We’re on the same page, then.”
I highly doubt that.
“Tonight’s benefit is the last thing I have on the books on a Monday for the rest of the
summer. From here on out, let’s spend them together.”
“Every Monday?” I start trying to count how many are left. At least we’re already into
June. Still… “That’s a lot of time together,” I say.
“Don’t you think we need it? Plenty of time to reconnect and move past everything?”
Easy to say when she doesn’t know what we need to move past. I’ve thought about
telling her. I guess deep down, I know she’s going to feel bad about it. But watching her squirm
trying to figure it out has been a little too much fun to resist.
“I was thinking less time together might help.”
“Less than now?” Her forehead wrinkles. “I’m at the theater six nights a week and you’ve
had school. I feel like I’ve barely seen you since we got back from London.”
I take another bite of French toast to draw the moment out. I’ve been saving my proposal
for the perfect time, and now seems as good as any other.
“I was thinking this might be a good time for me to stay with Dad for a while.”
I try to read her expression as she stares across at me, but I have no idea what she’s
thinking. Finally, she closes her eyes and clasps her hands together, index fingers up, touching
the tip of her nose. When she exhales, her eyes open.
“You’ve got to be kidding.”
The reaction is a little too theatrical, if you ask me. Not her best work. But I have enough
sense to know it’s probably not the best time to give her notes.
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“I don’t see any reason not to go,” I say. “He has a house with an extra bedroom, a dog,
and there’s a great performing arts school close by.”
“Wait, we’re talking about the whole school year now?” She shakes her head.
“Absolutely not. Besides, you go to a performing arts school. Where you refuse to perform.”
“Well, I might there.” I lean back and cross my arms, hoping she doesn’t push further. If
I don’t want to answer questions, this was a dangerous angle to work.
“Have you talked to your dad about this?”
“He said it would be fine with him, but it’s your call. But he said you would shoot it
down.”
She clenches her jaw and snorts, then stares at me. An awkwardly long stare. I start to
look around the room. Our waitress must think I’m trying to get her attention because she runs
over to refill my coffee, which didn’t really need refilling.
“Give me the summer,” Mom finally says. I can’t believe it’s not a straight up no. “Give
me the summer with Mondays together and some real effort to make things better between us.
And then,” she pauses and rolls her eyes. “If we get closer to the fall and you still want to move
across the country to be with your dad and go to a performing arts school where everyone else is
wishing they were here… then we’ll talk. No promises, but we’ll talk.”
She runs her finger through a small drop of honey left on the rim of her bowl and licks it
before it drips, never taking her eyes off mine.
“Deal?”
I purse my lips and lean back. It’s a lot of time with her, and I’ve done a pretty good job
at avoiding that for a while now. I could just stick to that plan. But isn’t it worth a few bad days
if I got to go to Dad’s at the end of them?

HANBERRY 49
“I’ll think about it,” I say.
“One Monday,” she counters. “A trial run a week from today. Then you can decide.”
If I can take this one miserable Monday at a time, maybe it would be worth trying.
Besides. It can’t be worse than last summer.
“Deal.”
#
I sit curled in the corner of the couch reading an Agatha Christie novel. Mom’s in the
next room getting dressed for the benefit concert. She’s doing her vocal warmups, a series of
loud, ridiculous sounds. Trying to read with that noise in the background would probably drive
anyone else mad, but such is my life. I’ve heard (and done) them so many times before, I barely
register them now.
Things go quiet, which signals that she’s putting on her lipstick and is about to leave. She
walks into the living room in a red A-line with a square neckline and half sleeves. The skirt falls
just below the knee. Her hair is pulled into a neat bun, and her lipstick matches the dress.
There have been times when people assumed I’m her assistant because they don’t believe
she’s old enough to have a fifteen-year-old. I mean, it’s flattering, but I know I don’t actually
look old enough to be her assistant. But apparently that’s more believable than the thirty-seven
candles on her last birthday cake. Seeing her like this, though, I get it. I’m grudgingly thankful
that half of my genes are from her.
“Presentable?” She asks, more earnestly than you’d think anyone who looks like her
could.
I squint and tilt my head from side to side, then give her a little smile.
“It’ll do.”
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Gosh, she must be desperate for my approval. She smiles so big I can see the dimple in
her right cheek. I feel guilty for how harsh I’ve been, but I know from experience the feeling will
pass soon.
“What are you singing?” I ask, now that I’ve stumbled down this path of goodwill.
“It’s a Lerner and Loewe tribute,” she says, and I cut in.
“So you’re doing ‘The Lusty Month of May’.”
“Am I that predictable?”
“Probably just to me. The obvious choice would be ‘I Could Have Danced All Night’,
you know, since you just won an Olivier with it and all.”
She shrugs and smiles with a pretense of modesty.
“But you’ve done a lot of press with that one. You wouldn’t want to be obvious, but
you’d still want one of the bigger numbers. So you opt for Camelot.”
“I don’t like being predictable, except to you.” She smoothes out her skirt. “Say what you
will, but I think that means I’ve done something right.”
“I guess,” I say, knowing it doesn’t sound as light as I meant it to.
Mom’s smile weakens and she glances down at her phone.
The truth is, she did a lot of things right. But there’s no way I’m going to say that. It
would be too easy to slip into our old dynamic and gloss over everything that’s happened. A
small concession now will lead to bigger ones later, and she’d have me working with a vocal
coach again by the end of the week.
I can be friendly on occasion, I can talk a little more. I can spend next Monday with her.
But I can’t go back to the way things were before.
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“The car’s almost here. I won’t be too late, I’ll check the phone regularly, you know the
drill.”
“I know the drill.”
I turn back to my book, but I can’t focus on the words. I see Mom out of the corner of my
eye. She hesitates, and I know what she’s waiting for.
I’m supposed to tell her to break a leg, and then she would say, “Have the crutches
ready.” But it’s been more than a year since I’ve said it, and I don’t know why I’d start saying it
again now.
Instead, I listen to the sound of her heels clicking toward the door. Since I dropped our
little ritual, she’s had two opening nights, one of them for her dream role of dream roles.
Hundreds of performances, and I still catch her waiting for me to say it every once in a while.
I hear the door creak open, then close behind her.
Maybe I’ve pushed this too far. Maybe I should have let it go by now. Isn’t that what
healthy people do?
I mark my place in the book and drop it on the coffee table. I power on the TV and scroll
through the channels. Into the Woods is playing on one of the cable channels. Of all the musicals
to be playing, just when I’m thinking about easing up on Mom?
More salt in a wound that feels every bit as raw as the day she cut it open. No. I’m not
ready to move on just yet.
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Chapter Two
After a night stewing by myself, I jump at the chance to help my best friend, Jen, shop for
her trip to Chicago. Our last stop is a drugstore, and I finish explaining Mom’s proposition as Jen
drops her toiletries on the check-out counter.
“Spending a little time with your mom isn’t miserable,” she says. “I can’t remember the
last time I spent more than half an hour with either of my parents. Besides, this is Olivia we’re
talking about. I’d spend Mondays with her.”
“Be my guest.”
She shoves her credit card into the chip reader. “What’s wrong with you? I thought you
were getting better.”
“Into the Woods was on last night.”
Jen rolls her eyes.
“Someone call Sondheim! That is unacceptable. How dare he continue to profit off
something so triggering to you!”
Her voice is excited, and the cashier, Dalton his name tag says, looks like he’s going to
press some hidden panic button as he passes Jen her bag over the counter.
Jen looks directly at him. “Did you know Stephen Sondheim created Into the Woods for
the sole purpose of reminding my friend of her mother’s betrayal? An ever-present thorn in the
flesh?”
It’s my turn to roll my eyes.
“You sure you’re sticking to ballet and not going the theater route?”
As soon as I ask the question, I turn toward the door, hoping Jen will follow. She doesn’t.
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I decide Dalton must be new to the cashier game by the way he stares back at Jen, like
he’s trying to decide whether or not to take her seriously. Probably new to the city, too. You
can’t live here long without growing a little jaded at the weird crap that happens so regularly.
“I love Into the Woods,” Dalton finally says. “I finally saw the new revival with Olivia
Parker Elliott last week, thanks to a great student deal on tickets. I love that she’s doing such an
ensemble show. How wonderful can she get?”
Jen turns to me, lips curled inward in a weak attempt to hide her laughter.
“Well, Cinderella is a pretty great role,” I say to Dalton.
Jen stops laughing.
“Thanks,” she says to Dalton, raising her bag a little. We walk out of the store.
“Don’t you think she’s a little old for Cinderella?” I ask.
“She’s too young for the Witch if that’s what you’re thinking,” Jen answers.
We cut up a block to Columbus Circle and walk home along the south edge of Central
Park. I check the time and realize Mom is probably leaving for the theater and won’t be home
when we get there. I slow my pace just to make sure.
We live in a pre-war building on Park, us on the fourth floor, Jen and her parents up on
nine. It’s the kind of apartment building I think most tourists envision Broadway stars living in,
which is completely not the case. It’s the apartment where Mom grew up. The one she left for
college and returned to six years later with me in tow. Other than Mom and one national news
anchor, the other residents are mostly businesspeople or old money. My grandparents were both.
“Packed up yet?” Reggie, the doorman, asks Jen as we enter the lobby. It takes a second
for my eyes to adjust to the dim light of the antique light fixtures that dot the wood-paneled
walls.
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“I’ve still got…” Jen glances down at her phone. “Eighteen hours, Reggie! Good grief,
it’s like you want to get rid of me.”
“It sure is going to be quiet around here,” Reggie winks at me. Too quiet, I add to myself.
“Don’t worry, Reg,” Jen answers. “I’ll send you a post card every day. And Jules will
still be here to liven things up.”
“Like that’s the same,” I say. Jen waves me off, but we both know I’m right. She’s the
kind of friend who genuinely doesn’t know the difference between “having a few friends over”
and sneaking half the sophomore class upstairs on the service elevator when her parents are out
of town. I’m the one who checks the fire codes and elevator capacity limits.
Reggie shakes his head and turns to me as Jen walks on to the elevator. “Just missed your
Mom, Miss Julie.”
“Oh, did we?” I try to sound surprised. Maybe a little disappointed, too. I know. I’m a
hypocrite. But I hear Grandmother’s voice in my head. Never let them see the cracks. I may be a
mess, but that doesn’t mean anyone else needs to know that.
“Your place or mine?” I ask Jen once we’re in the elevator.
“Yours,” she says. “Definitely yours. Not that they’re home yet, but you know, at some
point…”
I press the button for the fourth floor.
“They’ve been fighting?” I glance at Jen. She’s looking down at her feet but nods.
“But one more night and Dad leaves on a business trip to Japan and they’ll be on
different continents again. Thank you, Corporate America.”
“Two more nights and you’ll be in Chicago.”

HANBERRY 55
She bows in a dramatic and graceful way. I know it has a proper French name, but I can’t
remember it right now.
“And I’ll be here, lying around the apartment, doing absolutely nothing.”
Jen pouts in sympathy.
“Oh,” I add. “Except on Mondays. On Mondays, Mom will take me out for walks in the
park, just like the dog she never let me have.”
The elevator chimes and the doors open. We walk over to the apartment door. I unlock it
and step inside. I blink as my eyes adjust to all of the natural light streaming into the white walls
and open floor plan of our corner unit.
“But seriously,” I say. “You have more dramatic instinct than I ever will. You sure about
this whole dance thing? You know you’d kill it in theater.”
“First of all, I don’t have dramatic instincts like you, I’m more dramatic than you. Big
difference. You’re the one destined for the stage when you get over your…” She waves a hand in
front of me. “…whatever, and start singing again. Second, Broadway is yours. I spent enough
time in your shadow in Les Mis.”
“Right. The blonde, 5’10” ballerina is standing in my shadow,” I counter. Jen just rolls
her eyes.
We first met when we were seven. Mom was doing Les Miserables, and someone
convinced her to let me audition. Jen and I were two of the three girls cast to rotate as Little
Cosette and Young Eponine. We were instant friends and grew even closer after her family
moved into our building a year later.
Jen digs through the refrigerator and emerges with a plastic tub of grapes.
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“You sure you want to spend the summer in Chicago? There are ballet intensives here,” I
say, not ready for so much time without her. “World-class intensives.”
“Not the official feeder program for the Joffrey Ballet Company.”
“JBC, blah, blah, blah.” I walk toward the living room.
“Can I be honest about something since I’m about to leave for five weeks, and you’ll
have plenty of time to get over it while I’m gone?” Jen asks.
I know what she’s going to say. “Have you ever noticed that you announce when you’re
about to pick a fight?”
She shrugs and pops a grape into her mouth. “It’s time to move on. You and your mom
are too close for you to write her off over something that’s as much your fault as hers.”
“I don’t see how any of this is my fault.” I drop down onto the far end of the navy-blue
velvet couch. “She’s the one who broke her promise. No projects out of the city during the
school year, remember?”
“Yeah, but any other time, you would have been just as happy about going as she was.
You’re only pissed because of the timing.”
“It was horrible timing.”
“She might have stayed if she’d known what leaving was going to cost you.”
“Hmm… My Fair Lady on West End versus a high school production. Wonder which
one wins.”
“Then you see that you’re being ridiculous.”
I scowl.
“You could have at least told her,” Jen says when I don’t respond.
“Because she’d already signed on. It wouldn’t have changed anything.”
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Jen tilts her head forward. “I love you, but it’s not fair to punish her for something she
doesn’t know she did.”
“She may not have known everything, but she knew enough. She knew we’d have to
leave for London way before the end of the school year.”
“Big deal, Julie. All she knows is that you maybe missed out on a chance at the ensemble
in the spring show and had to do some homework with a view of Big Ben.” She cracks a smile.
“She probably doesn’t even know she was keeping you from watching Evan Adams eat his lunch
every day.”
She throws a grape up into the air and catches it in her mouth. I pretend I didn’t hear the
last sentence.
“The view might have been great, but that’s about all I saw of London for the first two
months we were there.”
“I know,” Jen says. “But doesn’t it kind of help to know how big it was for her? Adding
such a big credit to her already legendary resume and the Olivier Award and everything. I mean,
now when people talk about Eliza Dolittle, they talk about Olivia in the same sentence as Julie
Andrews and Audrey Hepburn.”
“Technically Marni Nixon dubbed for Audrey’s voice.”
Jen raises an eyebrow.
“Look,” I say. “We’ve done the traveling thing my whole life. Touring companies,
concert tours… When it was just me and Mom, exploring new cities together, it was the best. But
she always had to go back to the theater, and then I’d be left with Grandmother to practice piano,
or French, or penmanship.”
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“Dear, sweet Grandmere,” Jen says in a very continental accent. She always thought it
was funny that I used the formal “Grandmother” until she found out my other option was the
French.
“She wasn’t your biggest fan, either.”
“Again, you’re totally overlooking the positives.”
“Enlighten me,” I say flatly.
“By nineteenth century standards, you’d be considered highly accomplished and marriage
material.”
Jen collapses on to the couch as we both laugh hysterically.
“Evan might even be interested if he knew about your letter writing skills,” she chokes
out.
I clutch my stomach and gasp for air. Slowly, the laughter fades and breathing gets easier.
“See, Jules? Even the bad stuff can move you in the right direction. Just talk to her.”
I take a deep breath and clear my throat.
“But it didn’t have to be this way. There was an easy solution and she wouldn’t talk to
me about that.”
“That I don’t have an answer for. But knowing Olivia, there had to be a reason.”
“She’s had plenty of chances to explain.”
We’re both silent for a minute. Jen eats the last few grapes, leans forward, and tosses the
plastic tub on the coffee table. I watch it wobble until it comes to rest.
“Best case scenario, she apologizes,” I say. “What then? I just jump back into voice
lessons and try out for the next show at school like nothing’s happened?”
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“And have a relationship with your very cool, very sweet mother again?” Jen looks over
at me. “Yeah, I think that might be a good thing.”
I love Jen and the way she sees the world, the way she unapologetically says exactly what
she’s thinking. The way she thinks everything works out when people are honest.
Well, I tried that. Not about everything, but enough that it should have made a difference.
And it didn’t. “She broke her promise. I quit. The show, lessons, all of it. And we both have to
live with the consequences.”
“Not when you’re the only one imposing them,” she says through gritted teeth. She holds
a pillow to her face, and I hear a muffled scream. She lowers it. “I swear your grandmother is
haunting this apartment. It’s like I’m hearing her voice come out of your mouth. Maybe she’s
possessed you.”
I sigh and tilt my head in exasperation.
“Fine,” Jen says. “I do get it. I just think… I think maybe there’s something else going
on, here. And until you and Olivia have this out, you’re hurting yourself worse than she hurt
you.”
I glare at her.
“Well, I tried.” She holds up her hands. “Just think about talking it out, okay? I mean,
with me in Chicago, who else do you have?”
#
Who else do you have?
Jen’s words echo in my mind as I look around the apartment. Mom’s at the theater and
Jen is upstairs packing. She decided I would distract her too much and said she’d get more done
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without me. True, I have to admit. I had already planned to unpack a few things every time she
turned her back.
I try reading, then a movie, then a game on my phone. I can’t stick with anything for
more than a few minutes. But it’s finally late enough to think about dinner. I’m usually fine
being alone, but tonight the empty apartment feels so wrong that even eating across from Mom
in silence sounds nice. But contrary to Jen’s question, I do know someone else who probably
doesn’t want to eat alone.
I call in a plain cheese pizza, and once it comes, I ride the elevator up to the sixth floor
and knock on the door at the end of the short hallway. It takes a minute for Mrs. Ackerman to
come open it, but when she does, she smiles.
“Finally found some time in that busy schedule of yours for your poor, lonely neighbor?”
she asks.
Before I can answer, Bridget, her Cavalier King Charles Spaniel, runs out. She jumps on
me, paws scraping my legs just below the knees, begging to be held. Mrs. Ackerman takes the
pizza box without a word and walks into the kitchen, leaving me to scoop Bridget up and laugh
as she whines with excitement and licks my face.
“The poor thing has missed you,” Mrs. Ackerman says as she reaches for two plates from
the cabinet. “You didn’t get pepperoni, did you?”
“Wait, you don’t like pepperoni?” I try to look panicked, but she just raises an eyebrow
and opens the box with one finger.
“Your grandmother hated sarcasm.”
“Mom says that’s because she could never get the hang of it herself.”
“Isn’t that the truth.”
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She sets a couple of pieces on her plate and sits down at the table. I sit on the floor
rubbing Bridget’s ears. “Bridget, let Julie get her food.”
She’s addressing the dog, but I know she’s really telling me to get off the floor and join
her at the table. I’m better at following the direction than Bridget, who follows and whines at my
feet. Mrs. Ackerman launches into a story about a charity board meeting she went to earlier this
week and the auction they’re planning. I’m only halfway listening because It just hit me how
absurd it is to be eating pizza at a hand-carved mahogany table. I’m always hyper aware that
almost everything in this apartment is a priceless antique and worry I might breathe the wrong
way and break something. Our apartment used to be a lot more like this one up until we
remodeled after Grandmother died. I’m tempted to pull out a knife and fork to eat my pizza, but
that seems a little over the top.
“So the Locke girl is leaving tomorrow.” Mrs. Ackerman introduces the new topic of
discussion without transition. Grandmother did the same thing. I sometimes wonder if one of
them developed the habit first and the other picked it up over the years. I know I’ve probably
taken on some of Jen’s mannerisms, but we’ve been friends so long that now it’s hard to separate
what was originally me and what was her.
“She’s packing right now,” I say. I look down at my plate. I’m holding one slice of pizza,
but I can’t seem to make myself take a bite. I poke the second slice on my plate with the one in
my hand.
“Don’t play with your food,” Mrs. Ackerman says. “Who’s taking her to the airport?”
“Mom and I are.”
She sighs and shakes her head.
“Bless your sweet mother. I suppose the Lockes will be out of town on business?”
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“He will, but I don’t think she leaves again for a couple of days. Something about a big
meeting tomorrow morning.”
“I hope you know how fortunate you are to have Olivia.”
“Hmm,” I grunt as I take another bite. Not quite agreement, but I know better than to flatout disagree.
Bridget’s whines grow louder and we both glance down at her.
“I haven’t been as active lately,” Mrs. Ackerman begins. “I wear out before she does, and
I think she’s getting bored.” She looks back up at me. “What are you doing to occupy yourself
this summer?”
“Not much of anything,” I say, and finally take a bite of my pizza.
“Hmm,” she says. She stands and takes her empty plate to the sink, rinses it, and deposits
it in the otherwise empty dishwasher.
I know what she’s thinking. I’m thinking the same thing. But we have a time-honored
tradition of not being very direct with each other.
“You could get one of those automatic tennis ball launchers for her,” I volunteer. “Then
Bridget could reload them and play fetch until she’s ready to pass out.”
“I could do that,” she says as she walks back to the table. “Or I could find a smart-aleck
young neighbor with nothing better to do with her time than to take her on an extra walk a few
days a week.”
“The trouble is finding someone like that, though.”
She lowers her chin and narrows her eyes, and I crack.
“Okay,” I say as I slip down next to Bridget on the floor. “I think I can handle a little
extra time with this girl.”
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“Why, Julie Elliott,” she says in an affected voice. “Just when I don’t think you can be
any more considerate, you do something like this and volunteer to walk Bridget for nothing more
than the personal satisfaction of helping an elderly neighbor.” Translation, no pay. We both
laugh. She drops the act. “No, I think I can make it worth your while.”
“Bridget makes it worth my while.” The dog smiles up at me as I rub the back of her
neck.
“But you and your mother don’t have any big plans for the summer? That must seem dull
after last year.”
“I may go see my dad at some point.” I shrug.
She raises an eyebrow. “Is that so?”
“Nothing’s decided.”
She nods. Like she’ll believe it when I board the plane. I know the feeling.
“Mom did say she wants us to spend Mondays together like we used to,” I say, although I
don’t know why. I didn’t get the sympathy I wanted from Jen, and I have no reason to believe
I’m going to find it here.
“I don’t imagine that her schedule has been easy to live with.”
I don’t know that I’ve ever heard anyone acknowledge that before. I don’t know how to
answer out loud. Inside, I’m screaming. No! Not her schedule, not her being recognized, not
being left so often with Grandmother, not the pressure any time I step foot on a stage… But Mrs.
Ackerman continues before I can filter any of that into a response.
“Not much stability for you, is there?”
“It just depends on what project she’s working on, I guess.” Demurring feels safer than
honesty.
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Bridget slides down on her side so I can reach her stomach.
“I always wished your father had been here more.”
“That makes two of us.” I look up at Mrs. Ackerman. “But it’s not like he had much to do
with that.”
I think for half a second that she looks surprised, but then the expression is gone. But it’s
enough to put me on edge. I’m a little defensive when it comes to my dad.
“Oh?”
“I mean, Mom’s the one who left him, and then Grandmother never made him feel
welcome here, did she?”
“No, I suppose she didn’t.”
She gives me a sideways glance, and this time I know I see an eyebrow tick up. But I
don’t push her. It’s probably not something I want to hear, anyway. She was my grandmother’s
best friend, after all. There’s no telling what Grandmother told her about Dad.
“Well, I’m glad you and Olivia are setting aside some time together. You’re her world,
you know.”
I smile and know it’s strained, but I don’t know how else to answer. Maybe there was a
time when we would play and laugh and explore together and it felt like I was her world. But
even then, those moments would end and then I was alone with Grandmother and her strict clean
your plate, one book before bed mindset. Was I Mom’s world then?
No. She left me for her world every afternoon. All the world’s a stage, but nothing
compares to the real thing.
“Julie?” Mrs. Ackerman waits until I’m looking at her to speak. “I know there’s some
tension between you and Olivia. It took a failed marriage to bring your mother and grandmother
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together. If a few walks in the park can help in moving beyond whatever has come between you,
that would be preferable for everyone involved.”

Chapter Three
I hear the knock on the apartment door, but I move slowly around my bedroom. Like
maybe if I don’t open the door to see my best friend standing there with her bags, she won’t
leave. Except I don’t think that’s how out of sight, out of mind works. I stop in front of my
vanity mirror. I’m wearing a black blouse and gray shorts. Something about it still feels too
cheerful.
I hear Mom flop to the door in her sandals, and then the sound of the plastic wheels of a
suitcase rolling on the hardwood floor. The patch of sky I can see from my window looks heavy
with rain, and I don’t see any patches of sun. Still, I put on my sunglasses to complete my look
of mourning.
“Julie, time to go,” Mom calls from the other side of my door.
I know it’s time to go, Mom.
I step out of my room and see Jen standing in the entryway with her hand on her
suitcase’s handle. She’s dressed casually for travel in black athletic tights, but I’d be willing to
bet she has a skirt wrap stashed in her carry-on, just in case she has the chance to jump into a
dance class the minute she gets to the Joffrey.
“New luggage set?” I ask.
“Guilt offering for not being here to take me to the airport themselves.”

HANBERRY 66
“Need any help getting it downstairs?” Mom asks as she opens the door. Why is she in
such a hurry? She’s wearing a sundress, white with yellow and blue flowers. It, like Mom, is
obnoxiously cheery.
“I think I’m good,” Jen says, and steps past Mom into the hallway.
“Fighting off a hangover, there, Jules?” Jen asks with a nod to my shades. Mom spins
around a little too quickly.
I nod. “We had a real rager up at Mrs. Ackerman’s last night.”
Jen looks at Mom. “The fact that she says ‘rager’ is enough to prove she’s never been to
one.”
“That and the fact that apart from you, her best friend is a seventy-six-year-old woman.”
Mom gives me a hip bump and walks to the elevator. Jen stifles a laugh when I scowl in her
direction.
There’s a car and driver waiting when we get downstairs. Personally, I think Jen and I
could handle her drop off on our own. I mean, her parents were going to let her go to the airport
alone, so where’s the harm in me going with her? But Mom insisted that Jen needed an adult to
see her off, and she didn’t want me riding back by myself.
“Don’t get too comfortable out in Chicago,” Reggie tells Jen as he holds the door open.
He gives me a sympathetic pat on the shoulder as I walk by, the last of us out the door.
“Don’t get too comfortable without me, Reggie!” Jen calls back over her shoulder.
I’m mostly quiet on the way to LaGuardia. Mom rambles most of the way about Chicago
and her favorite places to eat and shop. I think she even tells a story about a bad date and a deepdish pizza, but I’m not really listening.
We finally arrive at the airport, and the driver gets out and starts unloading bags.
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“You have those phone numbers I gave you? Don’t hesitate to call Alicia if you need
anything.” Mom hugs Jen, who whispers something in her ear. Mom leans back and looks
confused, but then nods.
Jen comes over to me, wraps me up, and squeezes.
“What the heck was that about?” I ask.
“Please, just talk to her,” she says. “I won’t have any fun if I think you’re here by
yourself pouting.”
“You’ll have the time of your life and not even think about me.”
“True,” she says with a teasing grin. “But I’ll sleep better if I know you’ll try to be
happy.”
“I’ll try. I can’t promise I’ll do it, but I’ll try.”
And then she’s gone, and Mom and I get back in the car. I lean against the window,
watching all the other cars pass by.
“It’ll be pretty lonely without her, won’t it?” Mom says.
“Mhmm.” It’s starting to rain and I go cross-eyed watching a single raindrop streak past
me on the window. The glass is starting to fog, and I use my finger to draw an airplane. It’s too
small for details, but I know there’s a little stick figure version of me looking out of the window
just in front of the wing.
Mom tries again. “Why don’t you come to the theater with me later? You haven’t seen
the show since opening night, have you?” Again, it’s more of a statement than a question. We
both know I haven’t.
“I’ll just watch a movie or something. I don’t really feel up for anything.”
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“It might do you some good to get dressed up and go out.” She starts singing “Put on
Your Sunday Clothes” from Hello Dolly!. She makes it to the first “There’ll be no blue Monday
in your Sunday clothes” when I look up and see the driver glance back at her in the rearview. I
see the all too familiar flash of recognition at the sound of her voice.
I roll my eyes. The rain is beating down harder now. I whistle “I’d Rather be Blue” from
Funny Girl. Two can play this game.
She sighs, and out of the corner of my eye, I see her lean against her window. I may not
be ready to move on yet, but making her feel bad sure isn’t making me feel better like it used to.
#
When we get home, I head straight back to my room. Even on an overcast day like today,
the room feels bright for my mood. Light green walls, gray and white rug, white furniture. A
much more cheerful Julie picked all this out when we remodeled. I wish I had somewhere else to
be right now, but with Mom home and the rain outside, this seems to be my only option.
I hear a workout video start, then occasional deep breathing from Mom. I wait until the
living room goes quiet again, and I know she’s gone to shower and change before she heads to
the theater. I sneak into the kitchen and scoop some chicken salad onto a plate. There aren’t any
more grapes thanks to Jen, so I settle for a few slices of white cheddar. Just as I ease the door to
my bedroom closed behind me, I hear Mom’s door open. A minute later, I hear the familiar
sequence: cabinet, glass on the counter, refrigerator, blender. She swears that the green
smoothies she makes taste good, but I gag now just from the mental image.
School has only been out for a few weeks, but I’ve already run out of things to clean and
organize here in my room. I grab a book and fall back on the bed to read, and when my phone
rings, I’m surprised to see that two full hours have passed.
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I sit up on the bed and answer Dad’s FaceTime call. It takes a second for his face to pop
up, and another for the pixels to clear. I hear an electric guitar tuning somewhere behind him in
the grungy club, the hum and pop of someone plugging a hot cable in to a bass.
“Hey, Kiddo. How’s it going?” He squints at the corner of the screen, and I know he sees
himself and he’s checking his hair. He smiles. There’s a little bit of gray moving in from the
temples, but the rest is black and thick, gelled and swept up in a way that looks like he woke up
and ran his fingers through it.
“She didn’t say I couldn’t come stay with you,” I tell Dad, skipping the pleasantries. Our
calls are always short, usually right before a gig. It’s important to get straight to the point. “She
said we’ll talk after I spend some more time with her.”
I curl my lip. Dad laughs.
“That’s not exactly a yes,” he says. I know he’s not surprised. “But spend some time with
her and see what happens. She’s not so bad.”
“Right.”
It always amazes me when Dad talks Mom up like this, mostly because she never does
that for him. Not that she says anything bad, but there’s not really anything good, either. Always
neutral. Just stating the facts.
“If it helps any, an old friend asked if I could help out with a recording project, so I’ll be
in the city for a few days next month.”
“At least that’s something.” I try to sound exasperated, but I’m smiling. I can tell by
Dad’s laugh that he knows how excited I am.
“Well now I’m rethinking that full day I set aside for you.”
“Julie, I’m leaving!” Mom says through the door.
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“Okay!” I shout back.
“Theater time? How’s her revival going? Worth seeing?” Dad asks.
“She says it’s good. She’s getting rave reviews.”
“Haven’t you seen it? I thought you were always there with her.”
I used to be.
“I went opening night, but I… Well, the bathroom line was super long at intermission,
and I was late heading back in. My seat was down front, and I didn’t want to disturb anyone, so I
stayed in the lobby for the second act.”
Dad chuckles. “I bet your Mom loved that.”
“Which is why I didn’t tell her.”
“And you haven’t seen it since?”
“Nope.”
“Any particular reason?”
“Not really,” I lie.
“Then maybe we could go while I’m there.”
“You want to go watch Mom?”
“For me, there’s Olivia in person, and then there’s Olivia on stage. I’ll go watch that
Olivia any day. She’s one of the greats, Kid.”
I hear muffled voices on Dad’s end, and he nods to someone I can’t see.
“Well,” Dad says before I can respond, “I’ve got to go sound check. I’m sitting in with a
band tonight at a club. Really cool sound. Their roots are jazz, but they’re blending in some other
styles in a super fresh way. I’ll send you their info later so you can give ‘em a listen. Later,
Jules.” He winks.
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“Later, Dad.” The screen goes black.
I roll over and lean back against the pillows. I haven’t lived in the same city—state, for
that matter—as Dad since I was old enough to remember. I was only six months old when Mom
loaded me and whatever else she could fit into the car and drove back to New York.
Mom’s always been hesitant to give me details, and Dad gets sad and shuts down at the
first mention of the divorce. I do know they were both working at a regional theater company in
Houston. And I heard Grandmother brag to a friend one time that Mom left on a Thursday, and
Grandmother’s lawyer filed the divorce papers with the state of Texas the next Tuesday.
Dad definitely got the short end of the stick in the split. He always had to come to us,
never the other way around. I don’t remember many visits from him when I was little, which I
get. He was broke, starving artist kind of stuff, and I’m sure it was hard for him to see Mom after
she left. Then she landed her first roles in ensembles, then a touring company… Once things
really took off for her, there were concerts tours between runs of shows here in the city. All
things that made seeing Dad a rare treat. But through all of that, he’s never broken a promise to
me. Never let me down. Not like she has.
Chapter Four
I wake up with a start to a noise in the kitchen, what sounds like a cabinet slamming shut.
As I wait for my heart to stop racing, I hear drawers being opened and closed, the hollow ring of
a stainless-steel bowl after it’s set on the granite countertop. Not exactly the best start to my day.
But I smell coffee, so all is not lost. I throw off the covers and head to the kitchen. Mom is
standing at the stove. I head straight for the coffee pot.
“Morning,” Mom says a little too brightly. A few years ago, she probably would have
greeted me by singing “Good Morning” from Singin’ in the Rain in her best Debbie Reynolds
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voice. We’ve long since agreed that our days go better when she gives me a few hours to wake
up before bursting into song.
“Morning.”
I take down a mug and pour from the carafe.
“The pancakes are almost ready.”
I’m more than a little surprised. It’s not that Mom doesn’t eat carbs—the woman loves a
good pizza. But she’s pretty careful about when and what she’ll splurge on and always makes up
for it in her workout.
“What’s the special occasion?” I take a sip of coffee and sit on one of the bar stools.
“It’s Monday,” she says.
Right. So this is the first of who knows how many surprises for today. She shovels three
pancakes from the pan to a plate, then sits it down in front of me. I look down at the pancakes
and something seems... off.
“Are those white chocolate chips?”
“They were all I could find.”
I nod, but her back is to me, fixing her own plate. I take a bite. Yep. I still hate white
chocolate. Mom turns around smiling. I can’t help but think the pancakes meant a little too much
to her. Like she thought they were going to set the tone for the perfect day together. A day that
would fix everything. It was too much weight to put on any pancake, no matter how cloud-like
its texture.
She sees my face.
“What’s wrong?”
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“Nothing,” I say, but I look a little too long at the bite on my fork before eating it. I
swallow hard.
“Julie.”
“I’m not the biggest fan of white chocolate.” Which she knew at some point.
“Right.” She takes a deep breath. “I can make a new batch.”
She turns around and tilts the box of mix into a measuring cup, but the powder only fills
in half-way. She flashes me a defeated look, and I feel a little sorry for her.
“These are fine,” I say with another hard swallow. Maybe a little overdramatic, but if I’m
going to eat them, I’m going to make at least a little bit of a show about it.
She gives me a sad little smile and sits down next to me with her plate. I shift in my seat.
“What else is on the agenda for the day?” Not that I’m sure I genuinely want to know.
“How does a day in Central Park sound?”
It sounds like she’s playing the nostalgia angle.
“Sure,” I say with a shrug.
“Then maybe a nice dinner tonight. I’m craving a good salmon fillet.”
I take a sip of coffee to wash down another bite and nod in answer. Everything she says
sounds like an attempt to sell me on this day together. Isn’t she the one who’s always told me
that the more someone has to work to sell something, the less it’s probably worth having?
“I’ll pack a picnic, you can even bring Bridget if you want.”
Just the window I need.
“I’ll get ready and pick her up while you fix lunch,” I say as I drop my napkin on top of
my mostly uneaten pancakes. I don’t know if I want her to notice that I didn’t eat them or not,
but I know she will.
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#
We enter the park from the south and start snaking our way past the granite outcrops and
tourists. It’s unusually warm for a day so early in the summer, but there’s a breeze blowing and
the sky is dotted with billowing clouds, offering shade without the threat of rain.
Bridget pulls on the leash every time we pass a squirrel. Mom carries our picnic things in
a backpack cooler. I catch a few people looking at her, but no one approaches us. Whether they
recognize her or not, she attracts attention. I glance over at her in the sunlight. She looks every
bit as good today in athletic wear as she did the other night when she was dressed for the benefit
concert. There’s no denying that she draws people in, just by existing. I’d probably be in awe of
that quality if I didn’t resent feeling the pull of it myself.
We’re on the walking paths but follow in the general direction of Center Drive. The
carousel. I should have known she was going all in on this thing. We approach the striped brick
structure and Mom reaches for Bridget’s leash.
“I’ll watch her if you want to ride.” I glance over at her, and she seems to be completely
serious. “For old times’ sake,” she adds.
I snicker.
“Pass,” I say. I keep walking and hold onto the leash myself.
She follows and says, “Just for the record, I was joking.”
“Just for the record, I wasn’t.”
I didn’t mean for that to be funny, and I really don’t like that she laughs.
“How many days did we walk here and ride over and over again?”
She glances over at me expectantly. I know I agreed to spend the day with her, but I
wasn’t aware the deal included so much chit-chat. “That was a long time ago.”
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“I guess it was.” She looks away.
We head further into the park, past the bottom end of Sheep Meadow and over to the
Mall and Literary Walk. Elm trees were my favorites long before I could distinguish one tree
from another. This is my favorite part of the park. It’s usually crowded, but when it’s mostly
empty and the wind moves through the leaves… it’s one of my absolute favorite sights. I think
about asking to stop and sit a while. A quick scan of the benches we’re walking past tells me it’s
an ideal day for people-watching; one woman who split her pants, a couple building up to an
explosive fight, and a man emphatically telling his family that this bust marks the final resting
place of William Shakespeare.
But sitting next to Mom for a prolonged period of time would mean talking, and that’s
just not a sacrifice I’m willing to make. It’s a greater sacrifice after I hear the man’s pre-teen
daughter tells him she’s pretty sure Shakespeare was buried in England. But Bridget barks and
drowns out the sound of his stammering, and I remember that this day is about survival, not
enjoying myself.
Eavesdropping slows me down enough for Mom to take the lead. Bridget and I follow on
her heels. We cross the lake on Bow Bridge.
“Do you remember the time you dropped your ice cream on a man in a rowboat?” Mom
laughs at the memory.
“No,” I say. My voice sounds cold—probably colder than ice cream dropped from a
bridge. But maybe I do remember?
“I guess you were four or five? You set your bowl on the edge so you could pull yourself
up and look over. I was going to boost you, but you jumped too soon and knocked the bowl over,
just as the man was rowing under. Ice cream, all over his lap.”
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“I don’t remember.”
“I tried to cover your ears, because he started spewing the most creative string of
profanities I’ve ever heard. I guess I should be glad you don’t remember.”
I give her a weak smile, and her laughter tapers off.
We walk into the Ramble. It’s a wilder part of the park. Much less manicured, and Mom
loves it. I’m pretty sure she could wander in circles along the paths, under the stone arches, and
over rustic bridges all day. When I was little, this is where we came to explore. It’s where the
fairytales she read to me seemed most real. We would journey through the woods and emerge to
the view of Belvedere Castle.
Somewhere along the way, this part of the park started feeling a little less magical for me.
Less enchanted forest, more artificial wilderness in the middle of the city. Maybe it had
something to do with all of the time I spent with Grandmother as I got older. Order and reason
and schedules left little room for words like wild and untamed. And as much fun as Mom and
Little Me had here, something about a manicured avenue lined with elms and dotted with statues
feels more right to me now.
“Into the woods to get the thing that makes it worth the journeying,” Mom sings. I stop so
abruptly that Bridget jerks against the leash. Mom sees that we’re not by her side and turns
around. She registers the look of disbelief on my face.
“Sorry,” she says. “I don’t know why I’ve had that line stuck in my head.”
I realize at this point that we’re heading to the Turtle Pond for our picnic. I start walking
again, past Mom and at a faster pace than before. After a few yards Bridget and I have a good
lead over Mom. Singing something thoughtlessly is one thing, but she’s finally hit on the reason
I’m having trouble moving on.
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“Julie, slow down.”
I do, but just a little. She jogs and pulls up next to me.
“I’m sorry. I’m doing my best not to annoy you, but—”
“I get that you sing that song eight times a week on stage. I understand having music
stuck in your head. But I don’t understand how you haven’t realized that any connection between
you and that musical makes me feel like—”
I stop myself. I don’t want to do this now. I want to make it through this day, and then
next Monday, and all of the Mondays between this moment and the day I get to leave her and go
stay with Dad.
“Forget it,” I say. I take a couple of long strides to pull ahead.
Bridget matches my pace, completely oblivious to anything beyond the fact that she’s on
the most glorious walk she’s had in a long time. Mom falls a few steps further behind.
We step out of the woods and I see the castle on the hill just across 79th. I pick Bridget
up and look both ways. There’s a horse-drawn carriage coming from the left, but I decide I can
make it. I bolt across and make it unscathed, but I come a little closer to being trampled by the
horse’s hooves than I thought.
“Julie!”
I make it to the other side and turn around to see Mom wait for the carriage to pass, then
cross to me.
“Careful,” she warns, her breathing heavy.
We’re silent as she leads the way up to the castle’s main platform. People mill around
and snap pictures of the castle, the turtle pond, and the skyline in the distance. Mom looks up
with a dreamy kind of look.
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“I remember you leaning out of that tower window, pretending to be a different princess
every time.”
My heart is still racing from running across the street and climbing up the stairs, but I feel
it pounding in my head more than my chest.
“Seriously? Right back to force-feeding the memories?” I see a few people turn toward
me, but I don’t care. “I get it. We used to have fun here, you’re trying to recreate some of that.
You want me to remember that spending time with you wasn’t always as painful as it is now. But
it is painful now, and you’re kind of making things worse.”
Mom pushes her sunglasses onto the crown of her head. Her lips are pursed, and she
nods.
“Okay.”
“Okay?” I ask.
“Okay.” She pulls off the backpack and holds it out to me. “Here’s lunch. I’ll see you at
home later. Don’t go farther than 86th.”
I take the backpack by the strap. She turns and begins walking back to the road.
“You’re leaving?”
She stops and faces me again and shrugs her shoulders.
“Julie, this obviously isn’t making things better.” She sounds tired. The excitement that’s
rubbed me the wrong way since her first words in the kitchen is gone from her voice. “I don’t
know what I can do to fix us. So maybe you’re right. Maybe it is time we talk about you going to
stay with your dad.”
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Mom’s not crying. I think I’d feel better if I saw a tear or two streak down her face. The
resignation I see instead somehow feels worse. She pulls the shades back down, crosses her
arms, then turns and leaves.
#
I plop down on a park bench and drop the backpack on the ground. Bridget stares up at
me. I don’t know where to assign blame anymore. I was certain Mom was the problem until she
was walking away from me.
I grab my phone and FaceTime Jen. I don’t expect her to answer, but she does.
“Please don’t tell me you’ve blown up this Mondays together thing already.” She’s
wearing a leotard, sweaty and breathing heavily. Several other ballerinas pass behind her and I’m
suddenly aware that there’s a steady flow of people passing me, too.
“Are you in a rehearsal or something? If you don’t have time now we can talk later. I
just—”
“You didn’t answer my question, so I’m guessing I was right.”
“How? How could you possibly know?” I’m starting to wish I hadn’t called.
“Because I know how you’ve been since you got back. You’re whiney, you’re more
sarcastic than usual. You just want to pick fights with her, so why would today be different?”
“Why are you so defensive of her? What about the ways she’s hurt me?”
She exhales, but there’s a laugh mixed with it.
“Boo hoo, Julie. So you missed your little play. Tough. I’m tired of hearing about it. Do
something more than mope about it. Or think about what’s really upsetting you, and work on
that. Then we’ll talk.”
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I’ve never heard Jen spit words out with so much anger before. At least, not at me. And
she’s not done.
“Your mom is one of the best people I know, and I’m sick of waiting on you to grow up
enough to see it.”
“I don’t… I don’t know what to say.”
“And I don’t have time for you to figure it out.”
The screen goes black, then cuts to my call history. I lock it and shove the phone into my
pocket. I look around, hoping the call didn’t attract any attention. I don’t see anyone staring.
Then again, it takes a lot to make people stop and stare in this city.
Bridget looks up at me from her spot beside my feet.
“Do you think I whine?” I ask. She tilts her head to the side.
“Forget I asked,” I say.
I take a few breaths, hoping that more oxygen will help my brain process some of this. I
think back to this morning. What was it that first set me on edge?
Mom made me pancakes. She planned a walk and picnic. She packed a lunch. Not much
to offend, there. But there was the white chocolate. The singing and excess excitement. Trying to
conjure a memory at every turn. And then there was the Into the Woods incident. I can feel my
pulse racing again.
Am I angry that I have a mother who tries, even if she tries a little too much? No. At
least, those things have never bothered me before this past year. It started with a broken promise,
but I think I could have moved on even from that. It’s that whether she knows it or not, she’s
kept the wound open. More than that, she doesn’t know. As close as we’ve always been, as
similar as we are, she should know. She should know what’s wrong and how to fix it.
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The guilt I was feeling is starting to fade. It really is her fault. And Jen. What gives her
the right to throw all the blame on me? Mom may be important to her, but what about me?
I stand, so Bridget stands. We walk toward the closest exit to Fifth and turn south for
home. I’m hoping that Mrs. Ackerman will be busy when we get there. My first attempt at
sympathy failed, and I don’t want to chance another scolding.
When we make it to the building, Reggie is busy accepting a delivery, so I make it by
without having to speak. The elevator is empty and beeps past each floor. Bridget’s panting is the
only other sound to break the silence. Mrs. Ackerman isn’t busy, which I should have
anticipated. She stands at the door while Bridget runs inside to her water bowl.
“Did you girls have a nice walk? Maybe some time with Bridget will soften your mother
up to the idea of a dog.”
“Maybe so,” I say, doing my best to smile and sound normal.
“What else is on Olivia’s agenda? Or is it a surprise?”
“I have no idea what comes next.” My voice falls flat, and I know I’m in trouble now.
“Is everything alright, Dear?”
“It’s fine. Mom and I just had a… a little disagreement. And Jen’s mad at me… I’m just a
little tired.” I start backing my way to the elevator.
“Julie?”
“Ma’am?”
“There have been times in my life where it felt as though everything was falling apart
around me. But I got through them.”
I stand still, look down at the floor.
“How?”
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“With a little piece of advice someone once gave me. Perhaps it’s more of an
observation.”
“Which was?” I take a step back toward her.
“That when it seems like everything you can see is crumbling around you, there’s usually
something broken inside of you. Something that you can’t see.” I look her in the eye for a long
moment and finally nod.
“Thank you,” I say after another moment of hesitation.
“I didn’t know what to make of it at first, either. But learning what it means is part of the
solution.”
So, it’s not really advice for what to do now. But I think somewhere in there she was
telling me that this is my fault. Jen sure seemed to think it was. I don’t know what I think.
Lashing out at Mom hasn’t made me hurt any less. And whatever she did or didn’t do a year ago,
today she was trying to make me happy. It was me who made her miserable.
She was right. Something has to change.

Chapter Five
When I get home, the apartment is quiet and Mom’s door is closed. I think about leaving
again, but I don’t know where I’d go. I don’t have Jen. Mrs. Ackerman has already imparted her
wisdom, and I’ll probably be her age by the time I understand it. It’s getting late, so unless I want
to be grounded, I would need permission to go to a coffee shop or something. And that brings me
to the end of my options.
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I’m stuck here, and there’s no way to stall this apology. I just don’t know where to start.
Then my stomach rumbles. I’m hungry, which means Mom probably is, too. We’re always
hungry at the same time. And just like that, I’ve found my olive branch.
An hour later, I’ve transferred the food from takeout containers to real dishes, which I
think is a nice touch. I shift the tray in my arms so I can tap on the door to Mom’s room, and I
turn the knob and push in without waiting for a reply. She’s sitting on her bed with its puffy
white duvet, curled up under a wool throw. She’s wearing her reading glasses and staring down
at the book in her lap, but looks up as I walk in.
“I know you were looking forward to your salmon, so I ordered it in.”
She marks her place with the dust jacket and sets the book on her nightstand.
“That was thoughtful of you.”
It’s not the warm, instantaneous forgiveness I’d been hoping for. It’s going to take more
than good takeout to make this right.
Mom takes the tray and sets it on her lap, but then looks back at me.
Deep breath. “I’m sorry,” I say. “You were just trying to have a good day off, and—”
“I was trying to have a good day with you,” she cuts in. “We haven’t had one of those in a
while.”
“I know.” I sit on the edge of the bed.
“What am I missing here, Jules? Is this really all about London? I’m doing my best, but it
would be so much easier if you’d just tell me.”
“It would be so much easier if I knew,” I say.
She looks confused. I know the feeling.
“You know that the spring musical last year was Into the Woods.”
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“And you were going to audition,” she says.
“I did audition. Then you told me we were going. But when I went to Ms. Joseph to tell
her I had to quit, she told me I got a bigger part than I expected.”
She takes a deep breath. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“It seemed pointless.”
“But if I had known…”
“You would have what? Turned down My Fair Lady?” I’ve got her there, but I push
further. If we’re doing this, we’re doing it. “Would have let Dad come stay with me?”
I can tell from the look on her face that I was right, which feels like all of my anger is
justified. But when I mention Dad, there’s a look in her eyes, something I can’t even describe
beyond saying it makes me feel like I need to go put myself in a time out.
How can I feel like I’m in the wrong when she’s basically confirming there was never a
scenario where I got to stay?
When she speaks again, her voice is soft and earnest. “I know I promised, but I didn’t see
any way around it and I had no idea you were—”
I know she’s finally realized there’s a question she hasn’t asked.
“What part did you get?”
I tilt my head and cut my eyes at her in answer.
“You were cast as Cinderella as a freshman? Julie, that’s amazing! Do you realize how
rare it is to be cast as a lead in your first—”
I’ve been staring, waiting for her to realize she’s not helping her case. I watch the
excitement drain from her face.
“And I took that away from you. I’d be mad at me, too. I am mad at me.”
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I look down at the comforter and trace the stitching with my finger. Mom sets the tray off
of her lap onto the bed and hugs her knees.
“Why couldn’t Dad come stay with me? I could have finished out the school year, done
the show, and then come to London. You and I would have been fine, and—” My voice breaks.
Mom rests a hand on my knee. “It’s not fair that we couldn’t do that. But there are so
many reasons why. I just don’t think now is the time to get into them. Can you just trust me on
that one?”
“That used to be an easy answer.”
She exhales. Her hand falls from my knee to her side.
“I’m sorry it’s not now.”
“I really am going to try with this Mondays thing. But I’m still so angry.”
And I don’t know why, I add to myself. There has to be another reason, doesn’t there?
Something’s broken. There is something broken inside of me, and if I don’t find out what it is,
I’m going to shatter.
“You can be angry at me as long as you need to be. As long as we’re trying to work
through this.” She squeezes my knee. “No more shutting me out without explanation.”
“I don’t like being mad at you.”
“I don’t like you being mad at me.”
We lock eyes for a moment. But it lasts too long. I shift my weight, and she pulls her
hand back. I check the time on my phone. She glances over at the tray of food.
“I better not let that get cold. Did you get yourself something?”
I nod.
“Want to bring it in here and watch a movie?”
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“That doesn’t sound terrible.” I shrug. She gives me a tired smile, and I can’t help but
smile back.
A few minutes later, I’m on the bed next to her eating my sirloin and loaded potato. She
picked Hello Dolly! and says she’s just in the mood for it, but I know it’s partly her making a
joke about the car ride home from the airport.
Apart from that, it’s our feel-better movie. Singin’ in the Rain is reserved for sick days.
Hello Dolly! is for the days when nothing goes right and we don’t have time to wallow. There’s a
certain look Mom gets when a rehearsal or audition goes badly, and I know that Mrs. Dolly Levi
is the only person who can make things right. I don’t know if it’s because I’m so much like Mom
and the same things make both of us feel better or if she’s conditioned me to perk up like one of
Pavlov’s dogs when it comes on. Either way, it makes me feel better because it makes her feel
better.
Which is exactly what happens tonight. Almost immediately, we’re our old selves, falling
comfortably into our routines.
“…to handle a highly personal matter for Mr. Horace Vandergelder, the well-known,
unmarried, half-a-millionaire,” we quote right along with Dolly.
“Gonna marry him yourself, Dolly?” The ticket clerk and I ask.
“Why, Mr. Sullivan, what ever put such a preposterous idea into my head? Your head,”
Dolly and Mom answer back. I’ve never been able to say the line as quickly as Mom, which is
why we break them down this way. She says I can’t speak as quickly as she can because my
Southern genes fight the New York genes and slow me down. Never mind that I’ve been to the
South a total of three times, she insists there’s a drawl somewhere inside of me waiting for the
perfect moment to break through.
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And just like that, I remember that we’re not the Olivia and Julie who normally watch
Dolly arrange the lives of the people around her. We’re the Olivia and Julie who just made it
through the most honest conversation we’ve had in over a year. So where does that leave us?
Needing Dolly to burst through the screen and tell us what to do? Does Barbra Streisand make
house calls?
It leaves Mom with the knowledge that she messed up. It leaves me with the apology I’ve
wanted but refused to ask for.
I wouldn’t exactly call this a reconciliation, but I wouldn’t call us hopeless, either.
I look over at Mom. She’s watching the movie with the look of awe I see on faces in the
crowd at her performances. It’s not that I don’t trust her apology. I know it was sincere. I know
she wants to go back to the old us. I know because I want that, too.
But I still feel something inside, deeper than a broken promise. Mrs. Ackerman was right.
There is something broken inside of me. I’ve never dug deep enough or been honest enough to
know it was there, but I get the feeling that it’s been there a long time, just waiting for the right
fuel to blaze into a full-blown resentment.
It scares me, but I know I have to face it. And I will.
Just not yet.
I set my empty tray aside and lean back against the pillows. A day like today can’t be
called wasted. But I realize our next chance to try again and get it right is a week away, and I feel
disappointed.
And then there’s Dolly, reminding me once again “There’ll be no blue Mondays in your
Sunday clothes.”

HANBERRY 88
I may not be in my Sunday clothes, but I don’t think our Mondays are going to be quite
so blue anymore. At least, I’m going to do my best to make sure they’re not.

Chapter Six
For the second morning in a row, I wake up to clanking around in the kitchen. Except
today, I open my eyes in Mom’s room. I’m on top of the duvet, tangled up in a wool throw. I
must have fallen asleep somewhere between Streisand and company leaving the Harmonia
Gardens and making it back to Yonkers.
I make my way into the kitchen in time to see Mom fish an eggshell out of a bowl. I’m
still wearing my clothes from yesterday, but she’s wearing blue linen pajama shorts and a dark
gray t-shirt from some charity event where she performed. She looks up at me and smiles.
“Homemade breakfast, take two,” she says. “Omelets sound good?”
“Sure,” I reply with a nod.
“I’m making mine an egg white. You?”
“Yolks in, please.”
She has the green onions out, but they aren’t chopped. I cross the room and take out the
cutting board and grab one of the bigger knives from the block.
“Careful with that one,” Mom says.
I roll my eyes. “I have used a knife before.”
Easy, I remind myself. Make the effort. But seriously, haven’t I spent twice the time she
has in the kitchen this year?
“Right,” she says and purses her lips.

HANBERRY 89
I cut the roots off two shoots. As I move my way up into the green of the onion, she
walks to the counter beside me and picks up the plastic container of turkey. The package hasn’t
been opened yet, and I can see out of the corner of my eye that she’s struggling with it. Then it
gives.
Her arm flings outward and lands below my shoulder.
I look over, ready to crack some sort of joke about her being the one who needs to be
careful, but she’s looking down at the cutting board.
“Julie,” she says. She’s calm, but there’s an urgency in her voices that tells me I need to
look down. When I do, the gash on my finger tells me I need to look away.
Mom unspools some paper towels and wraps them around my finger and presses her
hands around the bundle.
I glance down now, and there isn’t blood soaking through yet, and there isn’t part of a
finger on the cutting board, so I think I’m going to be okay.
“I don’t think it’s too deep,” Mom says. “We’ll keep pressure on it a little longer then
check, but I don’t think you’ll need stitches.”
I look up and meet her eyes. “Who needs to be careful in the kitchen?” I ask.
“In my defense, I did warn you about the knife.”
I stare back at her. I could laugh and break the tension. There is something kind of darkly
funny about this situation. But joking or not, she did just deflect blame for slicing my finger, and
that doesn’t really strike me as funny. Still, if I don’t laugh, if I don’t let this go, what am I
feeding?
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I’ve waited too long. The moment is gone, taking my decision with it. Mom looks down.
She peels back the paper towels. There’s a good bit of blood, but the bleeding seems to be
slowing. She’s right, just a shallow slice down the side of the finger.
Mom goes to get the first aid kit out of her bathroom. I exhale, not from the sting of the
cut, which I’m definitely feeling now, but from a deeper sting. One that I can’t blame on Mom at
all.
She comes back and starts cleaning and bandaging the cut.
“Will it have to come off?” I ask in a pathetic attempt to lighten the mood.
She smiles, but I can tell it’s forced.
“I think we can save it.” She tapes the gauze. “It’s just a little long for a Band-Aid.”
She takes a step back, but she supports my hand for a second longer. She lets go, but I
don’t move my hand. Mom keeps looking at it, so I rest it on the counter. She looks up at my
face.
“I’m sorry, Jules. I should have been more careful.”
I wonder if she’s really just talking about my finger.
“It’s okay,” I say. And I mean it. I glance over at the cutting board. “Forget the green
onions, but I’m still hungry.”
She smiles, and this time it reaches her eyes. “Sit,” she nods toward the barstools. “I’ll
finish. If anyone’s losing a finger now, it’s going to be me.”
“But how will you hold your next Tony?”
“If that’s the major concern here, we’ve got to keep yours safe until you win your first.”
I keep smiling, but I look down at my bandaged finger and swallow. She must notice.
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“Can we stop pretending you’re done with musical theater now?” She turns away from
the stove, waving the spatula as she speaks. “You’re too good and you love it too much.”
I keep staring at my hand and flex my fingers. There’s a sharp pain when I do, and I wrap
my good hand around the bandage.
“Don’t punish yourself to spite me,” she says as she turns back to the stove. “Been there,
done that. It would kill me to see you give up on yourself like that, but it would be even worse
for you.”
“What do you mean you’ve been there?” I can’t imagine her crossing any line that
Grandmother drew even by an inch.
Her shoulders sag a little, and she shifts her weight to the other foot. She flips my omelet
out of the pan onto a plate and sets it down in front of me. She cuts her eyes up at the ceiling,
like she’s trying to find the right words. Or decide how much to tell me.
“Well, once Mother realized she couldn’t talk me out of pursuing music, she wanted me
to study opera.”
“You did,” I say. I take a bite.
“No, she wanted me to study opera exclusively.” I raise an eyebrow. The corners of
Mom’s eyes crinkle with her smile. She might fight them off for a while, but as much as she
smiles, there isn’t a wrinkle cream on earth that can hide those laugh lines forever.
“Seriously,” she says. “I think Mother had this big, international life pictured for me. She
was relentless in pushing me. I think once she resigned herself to the idea that I was going to
perform for a living, that was a little closer to her world. A little more palatable. Vienna and
Prague… The real Paris Opera, not just the one in Phantom.”
She reaches out and touches the scar on my chin with a far-away kind of look in her eyes.
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“You did need stitches that day,” Mom says.
I’ve had the scar since I was five. She’d just been promoted from the chorus and
understudy in Phantom of the Opera to Christine. I was at the theater with her one day, and I
wandered off when she stopped to talk to someone. I made it up a few rungs of a metal ladder
when she called my name and startled me. My foot slipped, and my chin smacked one of the
rungs. Mom grabbed me under the arms and lifted me down. She dropped to her knees and
turned me around to face her, probably to scold me for running off on my own backstage in a
theater with ladders and trapdoors everywhere. But the gash on my chin served as my only
punishment.
“That one was your fault, too,” I say with a grin.
“I told you to stay with me,” she says. Her voice is defensive in a playful way.
“You’re still the one who scared me and made me slip.” I shrug, not quite as playfully.
Maybe it’s the sting of a fresh injury, or the realization that Mom’s history of scarring me
stretched further into the past than I’d thought.
She must catch the change in my tone, because she goes back to the stove and starts
working on her egg white omelet.
“You didn’t say what you did.”
“Did when?” She asks.
“When you tried to spite Grandmother for pushing you.”
She’s silent for a minute.
“I decided I wouldn’t take her advice anymore. And I paid for that more than she did.”
Now I know why she was being so careful with what she said. There’s only one subject
that makes Mom resort to ambiguous answers and evasions. Dad.
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But I have to wonder. She and Dad were together less than three years. How much did
she really pay during those years for cutting Grandmother out? Is she being evasive because
she’s still paying in some ways? And then there’s the question I can’t quite shake… Do any of
those ways involve me?
#
I try not to think about the idea that Mom might see me as the extra weight she’s had to
drag around on her way to the top, but my mind won’t let it rest. After breakfast, Mom takes
another look at my finger, just to make sure it’s stopped bleeding. She wraps it again and gives
me a couple of ibuprofen.
“Are you sure you should walk Bridget today?”
Honestly, I’d forgotten about our walk, but it’s just the break I need to get out and clear
my head. Just when I’m starting to parse through emotions, we had to add in a few more. As if I
wasn’t confused enough already.
“I just need one good hand to hold the leash,” I say.
“Just take it easy,” she says. “I’ve got a lunch meeting with Eve, so I might not be here
when you get back. But I’ll have my phone if you need me.”
Her words are still a little heavy. I feel guilty. Not just for being hard on her this morning,
but for… well, not for existing, but for any way I might have held her back.
“Plotting your next awards season?” I ask, trying for a little levity.
“Something like that,” she grins.
“Right. Probably more like your next decade,” I say. We both chuckle. Mom’s pretty
driven, but she has nothing on her manager, Eve.
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I go to my room and pull out some shorts and a t-shirt. The shorts I picked first button,
which I quickly discover isn’t going to work with this finger situation. Athletic shorts it is.
What was it Mrs. Ackerman said the other night? Something about my parents’ failed
marriage bringing Mom and Grandmother back together. That spending time with Mom and
fixing things now would be better for everyone.
Of course it would. But if our problems are rooted as deeply as this new idea of mine
suggests, is that even something we can work through?
If that’s really the way Mom feels, if she really thinks I’ve held her back, she’s done a
pretty good job of pretending it’s not. So whether or not she sees it that way, I’m the one who
needs to try harder. At everything.
I call out to Mom that I’m leaving and head upstairs. Bridget has gotten pretty used to
leaving on our walks each morning around nine, and I’m running twenty minutes late today. It
only took a couple of days for it to become a routine, and I can hear her whimpering just on the
other side of the door as I raise my fist to knock. Mrs. Ackerman answers the door, and per
usual, Bridget bounces against my legs and yips, adding a fresh layer of scratches to my knees in
the process.
“She’s been waiting for you for at least half an hour. I tried telling her she’s growing a
little entitled, but…” Mrs. Ackerman shrugs and steps back from the door. “Her leash is just over
here.”
She crosses the living room to a side table.
I look down at Bridget and scratch her ears as she presses herself against my leg. We both
jump at the sound of a crash and thud across the room.
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The side table lamp is on the floor, broken into three larger pieces with shards of
porcelain around it. Mrs. Ackerman is sitting on the couch, clutching its arm with her eyes
closed.
“Are you okay?” I ask, trying to keep my voice calm.
Bridget takes a running leap onto the couch next to her, and I’m only a few steps behind.
I kneel in front of Mrs. Ackerman. After a moment, she opens her eyes.
“I’m fine, Dear. Nothing to worry about. Just a little dizzy spell, that’s all.”
“That sounds like something to worry about.”
“Oh, pooh. I probably just forgot to eat my breakfast.”
She still looks a little pale to me. I pick up the bigger pieces of the lamp and set them on
the dining room table, then walk to the pantry and get the broom and dustpan.
I steal a few glances at Mrs. Ackerman as I sweep up the fragments of porcelain. She
leans against the back of the couch and closes her eyes again, taking slow, deep breaths. She
strokes Bridget’s head, which rests on Mrs. Ackerman’s knee. It still seems like more than just a
dizzy spell to me, but maybe her blood sugar is low. Once I shake out the dustpan into the
garbage, I open the refrigerator and take stock of what I have to work with.
I scramble a couple of eggs and toast two slices of wholegrain bread. I’m limited because
of my finger, and the toast ends up burning a little around the edges, but isn’t the smell of smoke
supposed to revive you? Surely it can’t hurt that they’re a little overdone. I compensate with
extra strawberry jam. I carry the plate in to Mrs. Ackerman.
“Eat.”
She peeks at me with one eye. She nods, straightens her back, and takes the plate.
“You burned the toast,” she says as she flicks her finger at a charred piece of crust.
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“Well maybe tomorrow you’ll remember to make it yourself and that won’t be an issue.”
I sit down on the chair beside her and watch as she takes a few bites of egg.
“These, on the other hand, are exceptional. Very light.”
“What can I say? I’m a whiz with a whisk. It’s all in the wrist.” The color is starting to
come back to her cheeks. “Are you going to be okay?”
“I’ll be fine. Once I finish this I’ll just lie down for a while.”
“You’re sure you don’t need anything?”
“I do have several prescriptions ready if you wouldn’t mind getting them next time you
go out.”
“Of course,” I say.
“And there are a few more things I need, while you’re there.”
I smile. “Just make a list.”
“There’s a notepad and pen in the top drawer.” She points to a bureau.
I make it halfway across the room before she speaks again. “Oh, and Julie?” I turn back
toward her. “One more egg before you go?”

Chapter Seven
Mrs. Ackerman’s pharmacy of choice is not dog-friendly, so Bridget and I reluctantly
decide to save our walk for the afternoon. I walk out of the building and make it all of ten feet
before I think about Mom upstairs, probably doing a quick workout before she has to leave. I
take a step back out of the flow of foot traffic and pull out my phone and text her.
Mrs. A not feeling great. Running to pharmacy for her. Walking B this afternoon.
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Texting her isn’t much, but maybe fixing us starts with the little things. At least, I hope
that’s how it works. If not, we’re screwed.
I walk to the pharmacy, ready to start checking items off the list. Unfortunately, it’s the
same place Jen and I came shopping before she left. Dalton is working behind the register again.
He looks up when I walk through the door.
“Oh, hey!” He waves like we’re old friends.
I give him a little two-finger wave. Thankfully, a customer walks up to the register and
pulls his attention. I start at the pharmacy counter with the prescriptions, then I begin weaving in
and out of the aisles, searching, because I’ve never had to buy most of the things on this list
before.
I stop on the end of one aisle, trying to find the very specific brand and dosage of stool
softener Mrs. Ackerman requested. Just as I wrap my hand around the bottle, I see someone
coming toward me out of the corner of my eye, but the person is moving so fast I don’t have time
to react. I hear a peal of laughter as the first of two kids racing down the aisle slams into my hip.
I’m staggering backward, trying but failing to keep my balance. Time slows down, and I know
I’m about to hit the floor. Just as I begin to brace myself for the unavoidable fall, my back hits
something solid. Now there are two big hands pushing me forward, steadying me until I’m
standing on my own again.
I hear the footsteps of the kids beating a path back up the next aisle.
“Hey! Careful. You don’t want to bump into anyone,” a maternal voice calls after them.
The footsteps and the laughter continue.
“Sorry about that,” I say as I turn to my safety net. “I guess I…” but whatever witticism
popped into my head pops right back out as I look up into Evan Adams’s hazel eyes. I’ve never

HANBERRY 98
seen them at such close range before, and I have to say, they don’t disappoint. I’m usually trying
not to look like I’m looking at them when I pass him in the hallway at school, or glancing
casually at the cafeteria table where he sits.
One corner of his mouth is curled up into a smile, and as I try to remember exactly how
letters mix together and form words, he looks down at the bottle I dropped. He bends down to
pick it up, and I feel heat rising into my cheeks.
“No problem,” Evan says. “Here, wouldn’t want to forget your…” He reads the label. He
bites his lip, and I can see he’s trying very hard— and unsuccessfully— not to laugh.
I snatch the bottle from his hand. “It’s not for me,” I say. I start to walk to the front of the
store. “Thanks again,” I mutter over my shoulder.
At the register, I stand in line and cover my eyes. Of all the people in this city to get up
close and personal with while holding a bottle of stool softener in my hand, it had to be Evan?
I’ve avoided embarrassing contact—any contact, really— for two years, and it happens now?
Oh, Jen would love this. You know, if we were speaking right now. The person in front of me
leaves and I step up to Dalton’s register.
“Had a chance to see the Into the Woods revival yet?” he asks with a smile and wink.
I click my tongue against my teeth. “Not yet.”
“She did turn down the chance to star in a school production of it, though,” says a voice
behind me. Evan.
“Seriously? Why?” Dalton asks. I push a few items closer to him across the counter. He
takes the hint and starts scanning.
I turn to Evan. “How did you know that?”
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“It’s not every day someone’s crazy enough to turn down a leading role without
explanation.” He shrugs.
I open my mouth to shoot back something that will cut him down to size from his
towering six-foot-whatever, but I seem to have once again forgotten that there’s more to making
words than moving a mouth.
Evan smirks.
“That’ll be $47.58,” says Dalton. I turn my back to Evan and shove Mrs. Ackerman’s
credit card into the chip reader.
I take my bag from Dalton and turn back to Evan once more, hoping words will bubble
out this time. They don’t. I shake my head and move toward the door.
“I didn’t mean that in a bad way,” Evan calls after me. I stop but refuse to let myself look
at him again. “Anyone who wants it that much has to have a reason for walking away.”
I can’t help it. I look back over my shoulder. He’s standing there with the most earnest
look on his face. My heart continues to race, but my breathing is steadier. Less fiery. I hold up a
finger and open my mouth to speak, failing once again.
“Hmm,” I finally hum. I push the door open.
“Have a good day, Julie,” Evan says just as I step out into the flow of foot traffic on the
sidewalk.
I replay the entire incident in my mind on the way home. First of all, whether I go stay
with Dad or not, I need a new school this fall. I can’t be Julie the Stool Softener Girl for two
more years of high school.
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Secondly, how the heck did he know I tried out for Into the Woods, let alone gave up a
role? And what did he mean I wanted it so much? I mean, obviously I did. But how did Evan
Adams know that?
When I get back to the building, I say hello to Reggie and walk to the elevator. My
reflection in the steel is distorted, clownish. But the one thing that is clear is that without
realizing it, I’ve started smiling. Have a good day, Julie.
Evan Adams knows my name.
#
I wake up the next morning thinking about Jen. Well, I really wake up thinking about the
stool softener debacle and Evan, but those thoughts instantly lead to Jen. Normally, I’d call her
on the way home and she would be waiting at the apartment by the time I got there, ready to
analyze everything down to the smallest detail. This time, that isn’t so easy.
First of all, I’m here and she’s in Chicago. And then there’s the whole not talking to each
other thing. Part of me wants to call her and apologize. The rest of me wishes my best friend
could have been a little more gentle. Then I think about the day before she left and a handful of
other conversations where she listened to me rehash everything and patiently encouraged me to
talk to Mom. I pick up my phone and start a video call.
I’m still in bed, tangled up in the sheets from a restless night. I push my pillows up
against the headboard and prop up on them. There’s barely any light coming in through the
window. It’s way too early to do this, but I know she starts classes at the crack of dawn.
As soon as the phone starts to ring, I panic. What if she’s surrounded by her sophisticated
ballet friends and I pop on the screen with smudged makeup and bed head? I don’t have time to
do much, but I put on my glasses. It just seems like glasses make tired people look… I don’t
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know. Not necessarily better. Purposeful, maybe? Like, I just stayed up all night editing the
Harvard Law Review, what’s your excuse?
Jen answers. She’s not surrounded by sophisticated ballerinas. She’s in bed wearing the
Les Mis sweatshirt I gave her for her thirteenth birthday. Also glasses.
“Did you put those on just for me?” I ask, forgetting for the moment how tense things are
between us.
“Obviously. Some dramatic little person once told me glasses at least make it seem like
you have a reason for looking like crap.”
“Sounds like a smart person,” I say.
“She usually is,” Jen answers flatly.
The words are heavy and my hopes of bantering our way into this conversation
evaporate. There’s no way to ease in now.
“Mom and I talked the other night.”
“And?” She looks skeptical.
“And now she knows everything. At least everything I know to tell her.”
“That’s a start,” she says.
“Then we watched a movie, and the next morning we had a redo on breakfast. She
practically amputated my finger,” I hold up the bandaged hand. “But I’d still say it went better
than Monday.”
Jen’s lip curls in and I know she’s trying not to laugh.
“I knew it would be painful for you, but not like that.” She cracks, and we laugh together.
“Stitches?”
“No.”

HANBERRY 102
“Well what are you whining about?”
She meant to tease me, but the words echo our fight. I force a smile, but I can’t join in her
laugh. She must realize the same thing, because hers fades.
She sighs. “I was pretty harsh, huh?”
“Maybe I needed it.”
“I could have found a better way. I’m sorry.”
I nod, taking it in. “I know. Me too.”
“For what?” She doesn’t look confused, and I get the impression she’s not asking because
she doesn’t think I have anything to be sorry about. She wants to hear me say it. I guess I deserve
that. She deserves that.
“I can’t apologize for being angry at Mom. That’s something she and I are still going to
have to work through. But I am sorry that it’s affected you. Us.”
“Thanks.” She gives me a tired but genuine smile. “But it wasn’t so much you
complaining. I mean, you’ve been whining about wanting a dog for almost as long as I’ve known
you and I never snapped at you over that.”
“Then what was it about?”
“Jules, I’ve been in Chicago for what? A week and a half? Olivia has checked in on me at
least every other day. Do you know how much contact I’ve had with my parents? I texted my
mom when I landed and she ‘loved’ the message. Didn’t actually send me a message back, just
held her finger down on the one I sent to acknowledge that she got it. And that’s it.”
I’m a terrible friend. How had I not seen this? Sure, I know the Lockes work a lot and
they fight with each other. I know how Jen likes to avoid being home when they’re on edge. But
I’ve never really thought about how little that means she’s with either of them.
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Is there any end to the things I can screw up?
“Jen, I don’t even know what to say.”
“You didn’t know. I kept telling you to talk to Olivia, but I didn’t talk to you.”
“Still. I should have seen it.”
She shrugs. “We all have our blind spots. And to be fair, you came clean with your mom
before I told you I was jealous.”
“Wait. Jealous?”
“I would give anything to have what you and Olivia do on your worst days. Before last
year, it kind of felt like I had a little piece of that. Always hanging out with you together. But
those months you two were in London? Worst of my life, too. You were complaining about
being there, when being there with the two of you was all I wanted.”
I glance over at the photo collage on the wall, at the bottom right picture of us in costume
backstage at Les Mis. Mom, kneeling down, one arm around me, the other around Jen. Jen has
the same one framed in her room. She’s told me it’s her favorite picture of us. How did I miss
that she meant all three of us?
I look back to the screen. “I can’t promise it’ll be perfect by the time you get home.” I tilt
my head.
“I don’t need perfect.”
All I can do is nod.
“Please tell me you’ve had at least a little more excitement than this since I left.”
“I mean, I’m walking Bridget for Mrs. Ackerman most days.”
Jen rolls her eyes. “Not exactly what I had in mind.”
I smile and cut my eyes up at the ceiling.
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Jen sits up in bed. “Julie, what’s that look?”
“It’s nothing,” I say. “But I might have fallen into Evan Adams’s arms yesterday.”
“Might have?”
“I fell into Evan Adams’s arms yesterday.”
She straightens the pillows behind her back. “Okay, start at the beginning and leave out
nothing.”
“Warning, this story also features a bottle of stool softener.” I wince.
Jen blinks. “Please tell me that’s a euphemism.”

Chapter Eight
“We really should get more use out of our Met passes,” Mom says as she turns off the
blender. “Mother certainly paid enough for them.”
As part of Grandmother’s estate, she left an endowment that would continue to support
some of her favorite non-profits, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art was right at the top of the
list. That means even now, three years after she passed away, she’s still technically buying
museum passes for us.
“Wouldn’t want to become the uncultured miscreants she feared we would.” I say in my
best affected accent. I’m definitely not as good at it as Jen, but I’m not terrible, either.
“It’s the closest she could come to haunting us.” Mom puts the greens leftover from what
she blended into her smoothie back into the refrigerator. “How about making that our second
Monday outing?” It’s Sunday afternoon, and she’s home between her matinee and the evening
show.
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“That could be fun,” I say, trying not to betray my real excitement. Mom’s smile says I
didn’t succeed, but right now, I don’t really care.
The Met has always been my favorite museum, and believe me, Grandmother dragged
me through more than my fair share of them.
“You always have loved it, haven’t you?” Mom grins and twists the lid onto the container
with the smoothie. “What makes it so special to you?”
“It’s hard to put it into words.”
“Try,” she says.
“I guess I love the atriums and the light, and the fact that there’s a little bit of
everything.”
“That’s true of a lot of museums though.”
I think a second longer. “The collections aren’t just things that were meant to be art. It’s
full of everyday things, too.”
“And you see the beauty in the everyday?” She leans forward against the counter. It’s a
little strange that she’s pushing me on this, but really. I’m trying to be good, and she’s home for
such a small window of time today. With a little bit of effort, I can call today a win. So I dig a
little deeper.
“That’s part of it. But I think most of all, I love the scale of everything, and I don’t just
mean the size. It blows my mind how diverse and vast the collections are.”
“Why do you like that?” She stands up straight and moves closer. “Close your eyes.”
Now I know what she’s doing, but I’m far enough into the rabbit hole that I keep going. I
breathe in and out, imagining myself walking through my favorite collections at the Met.
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“I like the feeling of being one small person in a really big room that was designed to
remind me this moment isn’t even a blip in the lifetime of this world. It was here long before me
and my problems, and it’ll be here long after.”
I open my eyes, and Mom stares at me. Surprised, but I think a little impressed, too. It
was an acting exercise she likes to do, following a thread of emotion until you understand its root
cause. Now that I think about it, it might be more of a therapy thing, but it’s easy to see how it’s
useful for acting.
“Please don’t turn this into another chance to push me back into theater.” We may have
dealt with some of our issues, but I’m still not ready to go back to normal.
“I’m not trying to push you into anything,” Mom says. She drops the bottle with the
smoothie into the bag she’s packing to take back to the theater. “Maybe just nudging a little into
something that’s always made you really happy.”
“Well, right now it doesn’t.” My voice is even. Unemotional.
“Do you want to tell me why?”
“I do,” I say as I sit on one of the bar stools. “But I’m not really sure yet.”
She nods. “I’ll stop pushing, then. Just promise when you do figure it out, you’ll let me
know?”
“I think I can do that.”
She pats my shoulder on her way out. It’s a question I’ve been asking myself for over a
year now. Yes, part of it is exactly what I told Jen— I quit and I don’t think it would be right for
me to waltz back in and land a lead. And let’s be honest. I want a leading role.
But there’s something else, something I can’t quite put my finger on. The beginning of an
idea I’m just not ready to face.
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#
On Monday morning, Mom and I decide it’s probably best if we each fend for ourselves
for breakfast. That way, I won’t cut her with words and she won’t cut me with knives.
She juices something and I grab a protein bar. I take my coffee to go and take the last sip
as I start to climb the Met steps. I stop on the last stair, just so I can look up and take in the
building. As much as I love looking up at the limestone façade, all the carvings, and the three
giant arches, I love it even more because it didn’t start out looking like this. Beneath the building
everyone recognizes today stands a red brick structure with alternating grey and white stones
capping the arches. It would have looked a lot more like the Central Park Carousel and zoo
buildings, but it was considered outdated by the time the building was finished. They came back
years later and covered it with this facade. You can still see the old building from inside the
Robert Lehman Wing, although I don’t think most people know what they’re seeing. At least,
that’s what I tell myself. I like the feeling of being in on the museum’s secrets. It’s one of the
benefits of the private tours Grandmother used to bring me on.
We walk through security and into the throngs of people milling about the Great Hall.
I’ve always wondered what it’s like to walk in like this on the night of the Met Gala. Mom and
Grandmother both tried to describe everything to me, but I think it’s something that has to be
experienced in person. Besides, they had vastly different thoughts on the event. Grandmother
was always put off by the celebrities and eccentric fashion choices on display and wondered
when the night became about people who “wouldn’t know a Rembrandt from a Renoir”. Mom
explained that was part of the fascination and fun of the event. They agreed to disagree.
I snap back to reality when someone pushes past me, bumping my shoulder.
“Which way first?” Mom asks, staring at a map of the numbered exhibits.
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“Could we do something a little weird?”
She cocks her head to the side. “We’ll do this however you want to.”
I realize the absurdity of what I want to do and start trying to stammer my way out of
suggesting it.
“Never mind. It doesn’t really make sense, and we’d probably get tired of it. It was just
something I’ve wanted to try, and—”
Mom cuts me off. “Julie. Just tell me what it is.”
I exhale. “I want to go to the exhibits in the order of their numbers.”
“Easy,” she says, and starts walking toward 100, the beginning of the Egyptian galleries.
“But you realize it’s back and forth across the museum? We’ll be retracing our steps all
day.”
“I’m in comfortable shoes. Aren’t you?”
I look down at my tennis shoe-clad feet. When I look up, Mom’s already walking around
a display case of vases and jars.
“Well, yeah, but…”
Why can’t I just accept that she’s fine with my stupid idea? It means more walking, but
why does making such a simple request make me feel like I’m asking her for a kidney? Because
last week I wouldn’t have batted an eye sending her back and forth through the building between
exhibits just to see her scramble.
She looks back at me expectantly, waiting for me to continue my protest. I’m not trying
to start another argument with her. At least I don’t think I am.
“Don’t I usually go along with these things?”
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She has. She always has. Almost every weird request I’ve ever made. And she’s made
them some of my most fun memories.
“Like water fountain day,” I say.
She laughs. “What kind of seven-year-old asks to spend the day going to all the water
fountains in the city?”
“One who wanted to make a lot of wishes for a puppy,” I say with a wry grin. In truth, I
spent that day wishing for something else entirely. Something much bigger than a puppy.
Mom ignores the puppy jab. “I’m fairly certain we missed a few New York City water
fountains, but we definitely went to a lot. And used so many pennies.”
What if one of the water fountains we missed that day was the very one I needed to wish
in? The one that would have made my wish for Dad to be there with us to come true. Because if
wishing had worked then, if he had been here last year then none of this would have… I stop
myself. I can’t keep thinking like this if I want to make things better with Mom.
We pass the statues of Hatshepsut and turn the corner into the early burial artifacts.
“I’ve actually missed your strange requests,” Mom says.
I look up from the sea-green carved scarab I’m examining.
“I haven’t made one in a while, have I?”
She shakes her head. “For all of our similarities, you have such a unique way of seeing
the world. And I love when you invite me to the window.”
How can I be mad at her when she says things like that? The guilt I’m feeling ratchets up
a notch.
She walks on to the next display case. I look back down through the glass at the carvings.
Wishing I could read them without a translation. I wonder what it must have been like for
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archaeologists to uncover treasures like these before they could understand them. Holding them,
marveling at their importance, but without any way of reading them. Pictures and patterns that
held centuries of history and secrets, locked away until the Rosetta Stone translated them. I think
back to the day I spent at the British Museum, standing in front of that chipped and weathered
slab of granite. It looked like a big gray rock to me then, but now, staring at these carvings, I feel
its significance wash over me.
I just wish there were a stone that could translate everything I’m feeling right now. The
guilt, the hurt, the anger. The ache I feel when I think of all days with Mom watching musicals or
chasing down water fountains all over the city. How can I feel those completely contradictory
things at the same time?
I round the next corner and pass the entrance to the room where the Temple of Dendur
sits. Mom is already at the end of the display cases here and enters the gallery dedicated to the
late period pharaohs. I speed up past the next few cases and catch up with her.
We’re the only two in the room and mill around looking at each of the pedestal display
cases.
“This is where we double back for the temple, isn’t it?” Mom unfolds her map.
“We could just keep going,” I say.
Mom’s forehead creases. “Is everything okay, Jules? I haven’t messed up already, have
I?”
“No,” I say. She tilts her head forward. “I mean, everything’s fine. I’m… I don’t know.
I’m trying not to mess things up. Trying not to be too difficult.”
She crosses the few feet between us. She puts her hand on my shoulder and bends her
knees, just enough to make our eyes level.
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“Don’t try.” She says. “I mean, the fact that you’re trying so hard means the world to me,
but really. You don’t have to.”
A family of five bursts into the room, the elementary aged kids running and coming a
little too close to crashing into one of the statues. Mom straightens and drops her hand.
“Do you get what I’m trying to say?” She asks.
“I think so,” I say with a soft smile. We turn and start to retrace our steps. I know exactly
what she means. But I still feel like I need to measure everything I say to make sure it’s right.
Where did my anger go? That was fun for a while. Easy. Why can’t we go back to me being
angry?
And what about promising to talk to her about what I’m feeling? I know I should, but it’s
not like she would confess she feels like she’s been dragging a Julie-sized weight behind her for
the past fifteen years. What good would it do if she did?
I notice the parents of the tourist family leaning together and whispering. Mom must too,
because she nods toward the door and I follow. We’re both used to the whispers and sideways
glances when she’s been spotted. As we pass the couple, I hear the woman say, “She was on that
show, you know, the one with the guy from… oh, what was he on before that?”
“Good call,” I tell her once I know they won’t hear me. “That one could have lasted a
while.” The bigger the fanny pack, the longer someone will talk.
Mom shrugs. “Which is fine if I’m on my own time. Just not now.”
If only she’d protected our time… okay, my time, my priorities when it mattered, we
wouldn’t be in this mess. But her doing it now has to count for something.
The room where the temple is housed is big and open, with a wall of windows. Natural
light streams in and reflects off the pool on the front half of the room, making it seem even
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brighter. Two statues of a pharaoh sit on the side of the room where we enter, and the temple is
on the far side. As we walk around to the main structure, I spot a familiar face.
Before I can turn and hide, she sees me.
“Julie!” Mina Joseph, the drama teacher at school, is waving and heading my way. Mom
looks at me, and I smile quickly as I try not to look panicked. I wave back.
“Julie Elliott, it has been far too long since I’ve seen you.” She wraps me up in a hug,
much warmer than I would expect after throwing her spring musical casting plans for a loop with
no explanation.
“It’s good to see you too,” I say with much more enthusiasm than one might expect
considering I’d spent the semester since we got back from London ducking into bathrooms
empty classrooms to avoid her outside of class.
Mom stands to the side, waiting for an introduction. My stomach drops when I realize
there’s no way around this.
“Mina Joseph, this is my Mom. Mom, Mina Joseph, the drama teacher at school.”
“It’s so nice to finally meet you,” Mom says as she extends her hand. Don’t say it. Don’t
say it. Don’t— “Olivia Elliott.” Crap. But she did leave out the Parker, so maybe it’s less
obvious.
Mina— she’s the kind of teacher who insists we call her by her first name— shakes
Mom’s hand and smiles, and then I see it. The dreaded spark in the eyes. “Olivia Parker Elliott?”
Mom looks down at me, and the corner of her mouth ticks up, almost like she’s
apologizing. She nods.
I’ve done a pretty good job at school keeping a low profile. There are several other
students who have famous parents, and I don’t want to be like them. Most have several close
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friends that they trust, but everyone else angles to get close to them. I don’t want to have to
question the motives of everyone who speaks to me. So when it comes to Mom, I keep my
answers vague.
“Julie never mentioned…” Mina glances back and forth between me and Mom, eyes
narrowed, mouth slightly open. “But now I don’t know how I missed it.”
“I get the resemblance comments pretty often,” Mom says.
“There definitely is,” Mina says with another glance between us. “But I mostly meant the
voice and stage presence.” I feel my eyes grow wide. She’s beaming at me. I look over at Mom.
She doesn’t seem surprised at all. She’s smiling and nodding.
“I’ve been saying it since she was three, performing ‘Don’t Cry for me Argentina’ at one
of my mother’s dinner parties.”
I cut my eyes over at her, and she holds up her hands.
“I’m joking,” she laughs. “But it was the best performance of ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little
Star’ I’ve ever heard.” She winks at me.
“I believe it,” Mina says. “I’m still hoping we’ll see her on stage in one of our
productions.”
I look down, unsure of what to say.
“I’m afraid it’s my fault she hasn’t yet,” offers Mom. “We had a deal and I didn’t hold up
my end of it. We spent ten months in London for a project of mine. But I’m hoping she’ll be
ready to jump back in this fall.”
“I hope so, too.” I look up at Mina. “You have a place whenever you’re ready.” She turns
to Mom. “It was so nice to meet you. I hope you both enjoy your day.”
I watch her as she starts toward the door at the back of the room.
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“I’ll be right back,” I say to Mom over my shoulder as I jog across the room.
“Mina,” I call out.
She stops and turns, scans my face before I have a chance to say anything.
“Your secret’s safe with me, Julie. I understand not wanting your classmates to know. I
would hope you’d be able to trust me enough to tell me, especially why you had to drop out of
the show, but—”
I cut in. “I do trust you, it’s just—” She holds up a hand and I stop.
“I also find it admirable that you wouldn’t name drop your mother for special treatment.”
“Thank you,” I say.
But it feels like another lie. And then it hits me like a falling stage curtain. Why I haven’t
gone back. Why I really don’t tell people who Mom is. It’s easier just being Julie with no
expectations or preconceived notions. It’s impossible to fall short of the mark when there’s not
someone you’re supposed to live up to. I don’t want to be in competition with Mom.
“I meant it when I said there’s a place for you when you’re ready to come back,” Mina
tells me.
I nod. “It was good to see you.”
I walk back to Mom, pretending to look at the items on exhibition. We wander around the
temple for a few more minutes before exiting the way we came and heading back to the Great
Hall and on to Greece and Rome instead of following the flow of traffic into the American Wing.
It feels good to know that Mina doesn’t hold dropping out against me. But I also wonder
now if I can ever go back. Until today, even I thought that this was a temporary thing. But if I
perform again, I’d be setting myself up for a life in Mom’s shadow.
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Besides, I may not have understood it at the time, but now it feels like running from the
drama department and my private lessons was the first step in making things right with Mom.
Things got so bad because it was her show or mine, and the tie always goes to the one with two
Tonys and an Olivier on the shelf. It’s not Mom’s fault that she’s so amazing at what she does.
And musical theater was her dream long before it was mine.
Mina meant it as a compliment when she said I reminded her of Mom on stage. And it
was. But when a show starts on Broadway, it’s the original actress who’s eligible for the awards.
Not the one who takes her place when she moves on. If I’m that much like Mom, she’s the
original. I’m just the copy. And I have to decide if being on stage is worth feeling like the
bargain brand for the rest of my life.

Chapter Nine
“Just two more galleries to go,” I say.
“And only an hour to get them in,” Mom answers after checking her phone. “Better pick
up the pace.”
We speed up through the American Wing and power walk across the building to modern
art. After a quick loop, we backtrack to the Robert Lehman Collection.
“We don’t have time to look at half of this.” I look up at the center of the atrium. Still
plenty of afternoon light, but there are more people filtering out of the wing than there are
coming in.
“You’ve seen all of it before,” Mom reminds me. “Besides, the point wasn’t to see
everything. It was to see what we could in order. Right?”
“Right.” We make it through half before we’re told it’s closing time.
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There’s a gentle breeze blowing when we exit the museum onto the iconic front steps. I
don’t know how a spot can feel peaceful with all of the people exiting at the same time, cars
driving by, people passing on the sidewalks, and the sounds of car horns and sirens echoing
between skyscrapers, but it does. Or maybe it isn’t the scene that feels peaceful. Maybe I feel at
peace now that I at least understand myself a little better.
“I don’t know about you,” Mom says, “but I’m famished.”
“I could definitely eat.”
“There’s a new bistro a couple of blocks away. Several people from the show were
talking about it last night and it sounds amazing.”
“Sounds good to me.” I follow behind her as we weave our way through the crowds. We
walk two blocks and turn, then three more.
“I thought you said a couple of blocks away,” I huff. It’s been a long day. Comfortable
shoes or not, my feet hurt.
“Two blocks, six, same difference,” Mom laughs. But then I see the sign hanging out
over the sidewalk up ahead, and once we’re there, it’s only a ten-minute wait for a table. A few
minutes after that, I’m munching on some truffle fries and waiting on a grilled chicken Caesar
salad.
“Mina seems great.”
I knew Mom would bring this up, and I can tell she’s trying to sound casual about it. She
pops a truffle fry into her mouth.
“Mhmm.” I hope she’ll take the hint and move on to a different subject. She doesn’t.
“So do you think you’ll try out for something in the fall?”
No.
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“We’ll see.”
“I hate to push, but you just—”
“I don’t think you hate pushing, because you promised yesterday you’d stop. But here we
are…” Just when I think things could actually go back to normal. I should have known she
couldn’t let it rest.
“Point taken. Just let me say—”
This time I don’t have to cut her off. I’m mid eye-roll when she’s interrupted by the
sound of shattering glass.
I look over and see a red-faced man three tables over, alternately pounding the table and
clutching at his neck. Our waitress runs over and throws her arms around him and compresses
his gut several times, until he finally spits out a large, unidentifiable piece of food and gasps for
air. The entire restaurant erupts into applause.
Mom takes a deep breath. “Wow.” She sets down the truffle fry she was about to eat and
leans back in her chair. I take a sip of my water.
“What was I saying? Oh. Right. You’re too good not to…”
But I glance over at the cleanup of the man’s table and lose track of her words. The
busboy is bending over, sweeping up the broken glass from the floor. I do a double take, and it
really is him. Evan.
“I’m sorry, I need to run to the restroom,” I tell Mom as I push back my chair. I don’t
know if I interrupted her again or if she’d been waiting for me to speak. I’m learning that when it
comes to Evan, my mind has a little bit of a tendency to scramble.
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“Are you alright?” I see the concern on her face. She’s probably thinking she pushed me
to a breaking point. Either that, or my face is flushing at the embarrassment of the other day and
she thinks I’m getting sick.
“Oh, yeah,” I try to sound calm. “Completely. I’ll be right back.”
Evan is walking back to the hallway that leads to the restrooms and the kitchen. I get
there just before he pushes through the swinging door.
“Evan,” I call.
He turns around. “Julie?”
“Yeah, we’ll get to that, Buddy.” I’m surprised that the words come out at all, let alone so
forcefully. But I guess now I know my ability to speak is fueled by the right ratio of anger and
humiliation. “First of all, I need you to know, the stool softener wasn’t mine.”
He bites his lip. “You did just make it across the dining room pretty fast, and you’re
standing right outside the restroom, but whatever you say.”
“You mean you saw me back there and— sorry. Not the point. Not funny. What was the
deal at the pharmacy? We haven’t spoken… ever, and then you’re catching me, talking about my
theater credits, telling me—”
“Almost theater credits.”
“What?” We step toward the wall as a waiter comes out of the kitchen carrying what
looks to be mine and Mom’s dinner.
“You would have had to be in the show for it to be credit. So it was almost a theater
credit.”
My mouth drops open and I stare at him for a long moment. Then I shake myself.
“How did you know I quit the show?”
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He shifts weight of the bucket of dishes he’s holding.
“I was helping Mina with direction. That’s what I want to do. Direct. I helped with
casting. I was in the wings at your audition.”
I nod, slowly. “And what did you mean when you said I had to have a reason for quitting
because I wanted it so much?”
Another waiter comes out of the kitchen, and someone goes back in, glancing at us in
passing.
Evan sighs. “Before you went on, you were jittery. You were pacing, reciting the lines to
yourself, making notes on the script. You walked out of the theater three times before Mina
called you up.” His face softens. “Then you stepped out on the stage, took a breath, and gave the
best audition we saw out of anyone.”
“So I was nervous,” I say.
“You cared. A lot. And you belonged up there. I was pretty surprised when Mina said
you were out, but I knew you had to have a good reason.”
I look back into the dining room. I can just see Mom from here, glancing around the
room and sneaking another truffle fry.
“I guess so,” I shrug.
A tiny woman dressed in black peeks out from the kitchen.
“Adams, talk to your girlfriend on your own time and bus 15 now.” She disappears.
Evan’s cheeks flush. It’s fun to be on the other end of the embarrassment for once.
“Sorry,” He says. “Can we talk about this later? I’d love to know what that reason was?
Are you free tomorrow?”
I’m free all the time. But did Evan Adams just ask me that question?
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“I’m walking a dog in the morning. Central Park South, 9:15?”
“I’ll be there.” He pushes the door to the kitchen open with his back, keeping his eyes on
mine until the last second when he turns and disappears.
I stand there a second longer, trying to convince myself the conversation actually
happened before I walk back to the table.
“All good?” Mom asks.
Our food came while I was gone. I nod as I take a bite of my salad.
“Good,” She says. Then without looking up, “Now who was your cute friend?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I take another bite and refuse to make eye
contact.
“Message received.”
I finally look up at her, and I’m met with a teasing grin.
“Moving on.” I take a sip of water. “I want to come see the show tomorrow night.”
Mom swallows and looks at me with a blank expression.
“You’re serious?”
I nod. It was a little impulsive to tell her now, but I don’t regret saying it. Tomorrow it
might be a different story, but tonight it feels good.
“It’s been too long since I’ve come to watch you. It’s time.”
“Like I said this morning, Jules, I love that you’re trying so hard, but if you’re doing this
because you think you have to—”
“I want to come watch the show.” I lie.
“Okay,” she says as she leans back in her chair. “I’ll make it happen.”
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I’m not ready to see her play the role I couldn’t, but I am ready to be us again. That isn’t
going to happen without me trying. I know Mom’s telling me to let her pick up the slack and let
the rest happen naturally. I just can’t do that.
I need to see her on stage again. I need to know that she’s as good as I’ve always thought.
Once I know that, I’ll know if I can go back to performing or not. And maybe part of me needs
to be convinced that I haven’t held her back. Maybe if I see her at the top of her game and loving
every minute of it… Maybe then I’ll be able to convince myself that she doesn’t believe I’ve
held her back.

Chapter Ten
As Bridget and I approach the entrance to the park right at nine, I can see Evan already
there, hands in his pockets and pacing back and forth. I’m thankful that my hand is healed
enough that I can button things again, which means I’m able to wear my favorite pair of navy
shorts and a green floral top. Meeting Evan Adams even for a casual walk is the kind of life
event that requires the added confidence from wearing a favorite outfit.
“Are we late?” I ask as soon as we’re in earshot.
“Right on time,” he says with a grin. “I’m just early.”
Bridget and I cross the last few feet between us and him. Bridget sits at his feet.
“Who is this pretty girl?” Evan kneels and Bridget leans forward to sniff his outstretched
hand.
“This is Bridget, and she belongs to my neighbor, Mrs. Ackerman.”
She inches forward and licks him. He’s passed her test. He rubs her ears and she closes
her eyes, then flops onto her side.
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I’m a little surprised Evan was able to win Bridget over so quickly. It took me almost a
week when Mrs. Ackerman first brought her home. Then again, last week I couldn’t speak
around Evan. But here we are now, meeting for a walk in the park. The boy knows how to charm
the ladies.
He stands and motions toward the park. “This way?”
I nod. “Lead the way, Bridget.”
She stands and shakes out her fur before she starts pulling against her leash down the
path.
“So, Bridget’s your neighbor’s dog, but she’s paying you to walk her?” Evan falls into
step beside me, matching his pace to the one Bridget is setting for me.
“Compensation is a little hazy,” I say.
“But you’re walking Bridget anyway? That’s pretty generous of you.”
I tilt my head from side to side. “I have the time, I don’t have a dog, and it helps Mrs.
Ackerman. Besides, she’s more than a neighbor. She was my grandmother’s best friend. More
like family.”
“I have a few people like that.”
He has his hands stuffed into the pockets of his shorts, and his arms are stiff. Tense. Is he
nervous? Something about that makes me feel a little more at ease.
“You said you were assistant director for Into the Woods?”
“Mhmm. Mina found out the fall of my sophomore year that I want to be a director, and
she’s kind of taken me under her wing. That was my first show as AD, and we did Our Town last
fall, and back to musicals with Grease in the spring.”
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“I wasn’t too upset to miss that one.” I stop as Bridget squats to mark the base of a tree.
“I’ve never been the biggest fan.”
Evan shrugs. “It’s a big cast. Lots of roles to go around.”
Bridget pulls at her leash and we’re off again.
“Obviously you like Into the Woods,” he says.
“It’s been one of my favorites for as long as I can remember.”
“Musical family?”
“Very much,” I say, hoping he doesn’t push. “Musical parents, but not so much musical
together,” I add, trying to steer the conversation in a different direction. The last thing I need is
an aspiring director trying to get in good with Mom for her connections. Not that I think he
would do that but… you can never be too careful. Or so I’m told. I haven’t really tested the
waters to find out for myself.
“Understood.” I can see him glance over at me out of the corner of my eye. “Is that why
you disappeared last spring? Splitting time between parents?”
So not only did he see my audition, he knows I wasn’t around for the rest of the
semester? Was he looking for me?
“Something like that,” I say.
I feel my pulse quicken, and there’s a heaviness in the pit of my stomach. I may not be
ready to tell him everything, but I know I have to be more honest than that.
“Actually,” I begin before I can overthink, “my mom took a job in London. We were
gone until the end of December.”
It’s one question, a question he’s almost certain to ask, away from the whole truth. So
how do I feel more relaxed now?
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“What kind of job?”
There it is. So easy to avoid, and I just set myself up for it.
I could just let it all tumble out now. No hiding, no evasion. But I can’t. Not yet.
“A really good one” I laugh, hoping that something in my voice gives him the impression
that I don’t want to say more.
“Fair enough.”
“What about your family?” I ask. I’m thankful he can take a hint, but I know my
breathing won’t be truly easy until we’re further away from the subject.
Evan squints his eyes and rubs the back of his neck. “I have one.”
“Fair enough.”
We walk a little further in a comfortable silence.
“Want to sit down for a few minutes?” Evan stops next to a bench at the beginning of the
Mall.
I sit and he’s about to sit next to me, but Bridget jumps onto the bench and blocks his
way. He laughs and shifts a few more inches down.
“I’m not much of a Central Park person,” he says, “but this I get.”
I look up at the canopy. The sun and shadows render the leaves of the elms twenty shades
of green.
“How can you not be ‘much of a Central Park person’?” I ask, using my fingers to make
air quotes. “You probably like Riverside better, don’t you?” I curl my lip.
He sits up straight and furrows his eyebrows. “Riverside is gorgeous!”
“Yeah, I know,” I smile.
He leans back and shakes his head with a grin.
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“No, I’m not starting an East Side/West Side debate. I like Union Square.”
“But it’s so small. You can see buildings almost anywhere.”
“Exactly,” he says. “I don’t like things that pretend to be something they’re not. The big
parks are great and all, but it’s like they want you to forget you’re in the middle of the city.”
“Because that’s the point of a green space,” I say, raising an eyebrow.
“Green space is great for breaking up the concrete,” he says, “but I like reality. Knowing
exactly where I am and feeling like I’m there.”
“And this isn’t reality?”
Evan turns to face me. Bridget takes it as an invitation to lick his face, but he scratches
her hip and she leans back against me to give him better access. The wind rustles through the
trees and some of my hair blows into my face. I tuck it back behind my ear.
“Give me a little more time here and I’ll let you know,” Evan finally says.
I bury my face in Bridget’s fur so he doesn’t see the color I feel rising to my cheeks.
“Why haven’t you tried out for another show?”
I sit back up. “Well, I wasn’t back at school until January.”
“So why didn’t you audition in the spring?” His voice is a little more emphatic, but
there’s something playful about it.
“I told you I didn’t like Grease.”
He tilts his head forward. “Don’t expect me to believe you turned down a chance to
perform just because you didn’t want to sing ‘Summer Lovin’.”
“How do you know I would have tried out for Sandy? Why not Rizzo?”
Evan cuts his eyes at me. The sun catches them and I can see flecks of gold against the
hazel for the first time.
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“Okay, so I’m a Sandy.”
“But really,” he says. “There wasn’t anything else keeping you sidelined?”
“It started out as me being mad and hurt because of having to leave. And then guilt at
quitting, and not feeling like I could or should go back. I quit working with my vocal coach, I
quit private acting lessons. But recently— very recently— I’ve been discovering that maybe
there are some other things keeping me from coming back.”
Evan’s bottom lib juts out and he nods, like he’s taking it all in.
“At least you’re figuring it out now before you miss another year of theater at school.”
“Or figuring it out now before I jump back into something I shouldn’t.”
His forehead wrinkles. “What would make you give up something that you’re so good at?
Which you obviously love.”
“Some things are more important than standing center stage.”
I’m surprised at how easily the words come. I hadn’t really thought about them, but
they’re perfectly true. My relationship with Mom is more important.
“That’s true,” Evan says slowly. “But I saw you, Julie. I hope you give it a lot of thought
before you just walk away. Before you sacrifice so much—” I open my mouth to protest, but he
holds up a hand to stop me. “—and it would be sacrificing a lot. Make sure it’s something you
actually have to sacrifice.”
I don’t know whether I’m blown away by the compliment tucked away in the warning, or
whether I’m annoyed that he’s already trying to give me advice on something so personal. But I
look at the hazel eyes again— really, I’m pretty sure there’s enough gold in them to set off an
East Coast gold rush— and I don’t feel annoyed.
“Thanks,” I say. “I will.”
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Bridget jumps off the bench and startles a couple of pigeons who must have crossed an
invisible line into what the dog sees as her territory.
“I know you probably need to get her back pretty soon,” Evan gestures to Bridget, “but
I’d really like to hang out again sometime.”
“I’d like that too.” I don’t make any effort to hide the fact that I’m blushing this time.
“Tonight?” He asks.
I can tell by his smirk that I must have made a funny face in surprise.
“It’s just that I’m working every other night this week, and I would invite you to hang out
there, but you know, work.” He distorts his face. “And last time you were there, a man almost
choked and died.”
“I don’t see how that’s relevant.”
“Could be connected. We just don’t have enough data to know yet.”
I shove his shoulder.
“But seriously, movie or something?”
I sigh. “I can’t.”
Evan looks away for a moment. “Totally fine. Maybe some other time.”
“Please,” I say. He looks down at me. “This isn’t a brush off.” My words come faster,
and I’d be surprised if any of them are coherent. “I’ve got this thing tonight. It has to do with my
mom, and Into the Woods, and it’s probably going to be painful, more therapy session than
entertainment really, but if I don’t do it now I might not—”
I cut myself off. At least I’m learning to talk when I stand next to him.
“Sorry,” I say. He breathes a little laugh. “But if nights are bad, Bridget and I are free
most mornings.”
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“Good to know.” He smiles, and we start walking back toward Central Park South.
“Except Mondays,” I say abruptly. “I’m not free on Mondays.”

Chapter Eleven
I take Bridget back to Mrs. Ackerman, then head to the apartment for lunch. Mom is out
running errands, so I snack and sprawl on the couch with every intention of reading. All I end up
doing is replaying the morning over and over. After a little while, though, I’ve all but convinced
myself I dreamed the whole thing. I mean, in what other scenario do I spend a morning walking a
dog with Evan?
I think I’m starting to understand what he meant about Union Park. If you can’t see that
you’re in a city, it gets a little easier to believe that you’re not. It’s like when I was little. Central
Park is wilder, more removed from reality, so life felt like a fairytale. There’s nothing here to
remind me that this morning was reality, so it’s a little easier to believe that it wasn’t.
Mom walks in, loaded down with grocery bags. “Okay,” she says before the door is even
closed behind her. “Spill.”
I cross the room to help her put everything away. I know she’s asking about Evan, and
she knows that I know. But I’m not making this that easy.
“Spill what?”
She tilts her head forward. I’m pretty sure if she was holding anything less breakable than
a jar of pickles, she would send it sailing my way.
“Fine.” I breathe an overly dramatic sigh of exasperation and try to suppress my smile. If
I smile too much, the teasing will start. At least Jen isn’t here. I couldn’t handle it from both of
them. “It was good,” I say.
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“Julie.”
“We had fun. We talked, we walked, he was good with Bridget.” I get everything out
very matter-of-factly. I grab the milk and walk to the refrigerator. With my back to Mom, I add,
“And I’m pretty sure he asked me out.”
I turn around slowly. Mom is watching me with a big, pursed-lip smile.
“I had to put that off for a while, though.”
“Because?”
“The only night he’s free this week is tonight.”
“Jules, I’m so excited you’re coming to see the show, but you could do it another night.”
“No. Tonight’s the night.”
Mom nods as she puts the shopping bags in a drawer.
“Besides, I already told him I had something very important to do.”
She wraps her arms around me from behind and rests her chin on my shoulder.
“What if I said I lost my voice and let my understudy go on? Then I could sit with you
and watch the show together.”
“Kind of defeats the purpose of me coming to watch you.”
“True.” She lets me go and stands up straight. “I better go get my things together and
head that way. There’s a ticket for you at will call. If there are any problems—”
“I know. Just call you.”
“I was going to say call it a night and head home, but that works too.” She winks and
walks into her room.
A few minutes later, I’ve decided to give reading another go when she walks back out.
“You know, I could get you an extra ticket if your friend wanted to go with you.”
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“Thanks, but pass.” I breathe out a short laugh.
“You’re sure?”
“Mom. I think a Broadway musical might be setting the bar a little bit high.” It’s easier to
say than I don’t want him to know who you are.
She grins. “Good point.” She glances in the mirror she’s passing and tucks a stray strand
of hair behind her ear. “Need anything before I leave?”
“I think I’m good,” I say.
“Okay, then. See you later.” Mom turns and walks to the door.
As her hand grips the knob, I say, “Break a leg.”
Her shoulders slump for a second, and I see her take a deep breath. When she turns
around, she’s smiling. “Have the crutches ready.”
#
There’s a line at will call. I join the end of it and begin looking around me. There’s an
instrumental suite of music from the show playing through the speakers built into the theater’s
overhang. I scan the crowd gathering for the show. There are people dressed in everything from
jeans to formal wear. My simple green dress falls comfortably in the middle.
The brick theater wall is decorated in posters promoting the show. Of course, there’s the
official poster. It’s the design on the Playbill cover and all of the merchandise. The other posters,
secured in frames edged in lightbulbs, are scenes from the show. The Witch with the Baker and
his Wife cowering in the corner, Jack looking up the beanstalk, the princes with puffed out
chests, Cinderella holding her shoe by the heel with one finger.
It’s my turn to step up to the window.
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“I’m picking up a ticket for Julie Elliott.” I add, “At least I think she put it under my
name. It might be under Olivia,” just to make sure there’s no miscommunication.
The woman on the other side of the glass smiles at me.
“She just sent word that she forgot to tell you which name to ask for and wanted to make
sure I knew to give it to you either way.”
I breathe a nervous laugh. She flips through the stack. “There’s just a ticket in here,” she
says. “Did you need a pass to get backstage to see your mother?”
I hear the people behind me begin to whisper.
“No thanks,” I answer. “Just a member of the audience tonight.”
She slides the envelope through the window in the glass. I take it and walk to the door. I
slip my finger under the seal of the envelope and open it enough to see the ticket. Not quite ready
to go in yet, I pinch it closed and step away from the doors to let several people in. I walk on the
sidewalk the length of the theater and turn to come back, but I stop outside the stage door. The
metal barricades are pushed against the wall. Security will set them up later, and Mom and some
of the other cast members will leave the theater this way and sign autographs and take pictures
after the show. Not every actor likes to do it. I’ve seen some get downright rude with fans. Some
won’t come out this way at all. They’re either too tired or honest enough to say they just don’t
want to.
Not Mom. If there’s any way she can come out and meet fans, she will. The first few
times I was old enough to stay with her until the end of a show, I was bewildered. It didn’t matter
if I was watching from the fringes of the crowd with Grandmother or in the middle of the swarm
with Mom. I needed to be there.
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I was terrified that the crowd was going to swallow Mom up, but I never worried that I
would be pulled into it. I wasn’t scared for myself. The worry was more that Mom would
disappear and I wouldn’t. So I insisted on being right there with her, even when the flashing
lights were at their brightest. I would just bury my face in Mom’s side, probably making what
she was doing that much harder. Standing in the middle of it all, I wanted it to stop. Once it did, I
missed the excitement.
Further down the sidewalk, I see more people trickling into the lobby. Time to find my
seat. I reach into the envelope and pull out my ticket. An usher greets me at the door and hands
me the Playbill. My ticket is for an inside aisle seat on the right side of the theater, three rows
back. It’s my favorite place to sit. Most people assume that front row center is the best, but the
front row is too close a seat and I’m too short a person. It feels like I’m always either straining to
see what’s happening at the back of the stage or leaning back to see what’s right in front of me.
Depending on the theater and the way the seats are laid out, a center aisle seat on the side
section is almost like being on the front row. Sure enough, my seat juts out into the aisle and
there’s no one in front of me. Of course, Mom knows how particular I am about seats and
planned this. It’s one of the little things I picked up from Grandmother. Mom doesn’t care where
she sits; she’s just happy to be in the room.
I flip through the Playbill, something I didn’t do when I came for opening night. I browse
the names of the cast and crew. There are a lot of new faces in the cast, only a handful with
major credits to their names. The only one I remember Mom working with before is Walter
McKay, who plays both Cinderella’s Prince and the Wolf.
Walt. It’s probably been five or six years since I’ve seen him. He and Mom starred in an
original musical based on the early years of Agatha Christie’s writing career and the end of her
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first marriage. It was one of those projects where everyone was excited to be there and liked each
other, which made it fun for everyone. When Mom was workshopping the role, she started
reading as many of the early Christie books as she could, and I got hooked on them, too.
Walt was in the cast as Archie, Agatha’s first husband. I remember Jen and I thought it
was so funny that someone so young and attractive would be named Walt. He took time to speak
to us whenever we came backstage, which is way more than I can say about a lot of the actors
Mom has worked with. Walt even taught us to play poker between matinees and night shows.
That didn’t score points with Grandmother, but it did with Jen and me. The show didn’t run for
long, but it’s still one of Mom’s all-time favorite projects, and Walt’s still one of her all-time
favorite co-stars.
I hear the orchestra tuning and warming up in the pit. I fold the Playbill closed as the
lights flash, warning everyone to take their seats. The house lights go out and all I see for a
moment are the lamps illuminating music stands in the orchestra pit. I hear the swoosh of the
curtain rising and the soft squeak of the pulleys high above the floor. A spotlight flashes on the
Narrator on the far side of the stage.
“Once upon a time,” he says, and the orchestra starts.
The second spotlight shines on Mom singing her opening line, “I wish, more than
anything,” and wiping the floor with rags. The applause at her appearance almost drown out the
narrator’s next line. The next spotlight shines on Jack, then the Baker and his Wife. The rest of
the stage lights come on, revealing the set behind each character. Their lines weave in and out of
the narration, back and forth through each of the three settings.
I understand the rave reviews almost right away. The sets and costumes are stunning, and
everyone seems to be perfect for their roles. The laughs are hitting in all the right places. How
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did I sit here on opening night and not take all of this in? Cinderella is off stage a good bit in the
first act, but she enters a couple of times as she comically runs away from the ball and into the
Baker’s Wife.
Then, toward the end of the first act, she has her first big number. It’s not the song with
the fastest tempo in the show, but it’s the fastest number Cinderella does on her own. And it’s the
first time I’ve seen Mom perform it on stage. I mean, actually paid attention to her doing it. It’s a
wordy song, and there are several places where it would be easy to trip up. I hold my breath as
she approaches the first.
“But then what if he knew who you were when you know that you're not what he thinks
that he wants?”
She sails straight through.
I’ve been so caught up in the production that I haven’t really separated Mom and
Cinderella until this song. It’s like during a show, there’s a veil that obscures my vision and
hides Mom, so I’m only left with the ability to see the character. I’m used to that sensation. But
tonight, for some inexplicable reason, I can see behind the veil. I sit perfectly still in my seat,
breathing where I know she’ll be taking deep, stomach-filling breaths. She looks every inch the
star she’s become, but I also marvel at all the technical things she does to make the audience
forget Olivia Parker Elliott for the length of this character’s journey.
I look around the room, and I can’t see a single pair of eyes that aren’t fixed on her. She’s
making them feel the confusion and the longing and the fear, but she’s making them laugh while
they feel it. She moves around the stage twirling one shoe on her finger. It might look to most of
the audience like she’s just pacing while she sings, but she has to hit certain parts of the stage at
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certain times for the lighting to be right. And she does it all while singing a very difficult song,
and singing it very well. More than that, she makes it look easy.
She hits the final note, and the theater erupts into applause.
As the scene continues and she and the Baker’s Wife haggle over the price of
Cinderella’s remaining shoe, Mom’s gone again. All I can see is Cinderella. I don’t know what
broke the spell, but I’m thankful it did, even if it was for that one song. In that moment, I saw my
Mom, doing what she loves, and I was able to appreciate just how amazing she is at it.
I’ve always known she was a special talent, but I don’t think I knew the depths of that
talent until now. I’ve seen her disappear into a character before. But maybe when she disappears
into them, I forget that she’s the one bringing them to life? Almost like I’ve been giving the
credit for the performance to the role instead of to Mom.
I came tonight wanting to see if I built her talent up in my mind. I haven’t. If anything,
she’s even better than I thought. Yesterday, I thought I shouldn’t go back to performing because
I didn’t want to compete with Mom. Now I know that I can’t. I can’t compete with her. She’s
just too good. But watching her now, I think I’m okay with that.
It’s better this way. If I don’t have to live up to her legacy, I can be even prouder of it.
What was temporary will be permanent. I won’t go back to theater. And that’s okay. The stage
has one Elliott, and it can survive without a second. I can survive without it.
I’ll have to.
#
It’s dark when I walk out of the theater. Taxis pull up and fill with the people ready to
head home for the night. There’s already a crowd building around the stage door. All I really
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want is to walk home and climb into my pajamas before Mom makes it in, but she doesn’t want
me to walk home alone. I’m supposed to wait for her out here.
I lean against the theater, out of the way of the doors. I’m on the opposite end from the
crowds. I’m too tired for their pushing and screaming and flashing lights tonight. I hear a
whistle, like a tourist trying to hail a cab. But there’s not anyone at the curb waiting for a one
right now, so I start looking for the source when I hear it again.
Then we lock eyes. Evan. He’s standing on the opposite side of the street, just across
from the stage door mob. He gives me a quick wave and leans back against the wall. Apparently,
I’m supposed to go to him. He’s dressed in gray slacks and a blue button down with the sleeves
rolled up.
I wait for a car to pass and jog across the street.
“Were you in there too?” I point over my shoulder to the building. “You could have said
something earlier.”
Evan shakes his head. “It just seemed like you might need some support. You got a little
flustered earlier when you mentioned it. And like I said, I’m not working tonight.”
I look up into his face and smile. Not only was he listening, he was paying enough
attention to piece together that I was anxious about it. And somehow understood from my word
vomit where I would be, and… Mom.
My smile fades.
“You know…” I don’t exactly know how to do this. Or what I’m doing, for that matter.
“You figured out that…”
I guess he’s good at deciphering my nonsense, because he nods.
“I know you were here to watch your Mom.”
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“You know who she is?”
“I didn’t know it was a secret.” He bends his knees so we’re closer to eye level. “Was I
not supposed to know?”
“I mean, I didn’t tell you.” I think back to our conversation this morning. “You asked me
about her job last year.”
Evan sighs. “You didn’t mention specifics, so I didn’t push. I thought you’d tell me when
you wanted me to know. And I kind of thought you did in a really confusing way when you were
talking about tonight.”
His eyebrows are wrinkled. “I messed up, didn’t I?”
“How did you find out?”
“I filed the permission slips for Into the Woods at school.”
Evan knows, has known, and it all goes back to the show. Everything goes back to the
show. I could get angry and assume he’s here trying to get to know me because of her. But
somehow, I know he isn’t. I glance around and see the marquee that says, “Olivia Parker Elliott
in Into the Woods”. I stare at it a minute before burst into laughter. Evan looks at me, probably
regretting showing up here for my nut job self. But then he smiles too. I make myself stop and
catch my breath.
“Thank you,” I say.
“For?”
“For being here and making me realize I’ve been an idiot and have been overthinking
everything.”
“Any time.”
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I hear a roar of applause and a few screams behind me at the stage door. I turn around.
The door’s open, but no one’s come out yet. It won’t be Mom yet. Not first. There’s always a
build up to the big names.
“Since I’m here and the show’s over, would you want to go grab some dessert?”
I’m still watching to see which cast members are coming out first when Evan asks the
question. I turn and face him again.
“You’re persistent, aren’t you?”
“It seems like I have to be.” He shrugs.
I hear more screaming. The first group that came out was the Baker and the Step-sisters.
Now it’s Jack and Red Riding Hood.
I look back at Evan. “I’d love to, but I need to see Mom first.”
“I’ll wait right here.”
I cross the street and do my best to press through the crowd. There are a couple of people
against the rail who won’t let me squeeze closer. Walt is the next cast member to come out. He
signs a couple of autographs before we make eye contact.
“Julie?” He reaches out a hand and pulls me up against the railing. The girls in front of
me have no choice but to part now. “I was just asking your Mom when you and Jen were going
to come visit. I can’t find anyone in the cast who can play a decent hand of poker.”
He’s probably the only leading man Mom’s worked with who would remember me, let
alone my best friend.
“Very soon,” I say. “Me, at least. Jen’s gone for the summer.”
“That’s what Olivia said. Which means you have plenty of time now to come see us.”
He leans forward into someone’s selfie.
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The door opens behind him and Mom comes out. The girls on either side of me scream.
Walt and I share a knowing look. It takes Mom a second to adjust to the light, but then she comes
straight for me. Walt sidesteps and signs a few more posters.
I hug Mom over the barricade. Tightly, eyes closed.
I can’t come up with words to tell her just how amazing she was tonight. But I feel my
eyes welling, and when she pulls back from the hug, I think she sees. She wipes at her own eyes
and laughs.
“Give me a few minutes here, and we’ll head home, okay?”
“Actually, I was going to ask if I can get some cheesecake first?”
She looks confused, and I point across the street. Mom pushes up on her toes and sees
Evan. She smiles and nods.
“Be home in an hour and a half,” she says.
I start to walk away and other people are already pushing into my spot.
“Julie?”
I stop and turn back around.
Mom looks up from the Playbill she’s signing.
“Bring me a slice of red velvet?”

Chapter Twelve
The rest of the week goes really well. Well as in, I barely have to try to get along with
Mom. Sure, it’s easier because she’s super busy with publicity stuff for the show and I see her
even less than usual. But I still think we deserve some of the credit for managing to get along for
a full week.
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On our next Monday, I might even be a little bit excited when I wake up and realize what
day it is. All is quiet in the apartment, and the coffee pot is empty when I step out of my room. I
cross to Mom’s room and crack open the door as gently as I can.
“Good morning,” she says. She stretches, still under the covers but phone in hand and
glasses on.
“Morning.” I launch myself onto the bed and climb under the blankets next to her.
“Sleep well?”
“Very. You?”
“Not nearly enough,” she says through a yawn. “Can we do something lazy today?”
My heart sinks a little, which surprises me.
“What do you have in mind?”
“Laying around the apartment and doing absolutely nothing.” She grins.
“Okay,” I answer, still a little disappointed.
“I’m talking pajamas all day, ordering in food, the furthest I’m moving is to the couch
kind of day.”
“Yeah, got it.”
I climb out of the bed and walk back out to the kitchen. She can probably tell I’m huffy,
but I can’t make myself care. I take a deep breath.
“Want a bagel?” I call over my shoulder as I start the coffee maker, determined not to be
the one to derail the day.
“Only if it’s slathered in strawberry jam!”
I’m reluctant to admit, even to myself, that I was starting to look forward to these
Mondays. It was kind of fun anticipating new adventures together. I’d even dared to hope it
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might be enough for Mom to splurge on donuts. But here I am, toasting a couple of bagels, and
the highlight of my day looks to be strawberry jam.
Mom walks out of her room, wrapped in her comforter. She tosses it on the couch and
crosses to the kitchen for her coffee. I stand in front of the oven and watch the bagels turn the
perfect shade of brown. As soon as I pull them out, Mom’s waiting beside me with the jam. She
meant it when she said slathered.
“How about a musical marathon?” She asks.
“Could be fun,” I say with a shrug. It’s another of our old favorite things, but it’s hard to
tell if she’s trying to play me with the nostalgia again or just making the most of having zero
energy after a long week of shows.
But does it matter? If she’s trying—if we’re trying to make things better, does it really
matter how we get there?
“Actually, that sounds perfect,” I say.
I take my plate and coffee into the living room and curl up on one end of the couch under
the comforter. Mom climbs under the other end and grabs the remote.
“What’s our theme?” she asks.
We discovered a long time ago that we spend more time trying to decide what to watch
than actually watching. So we started picking themes, like only watching Astaire and Rogers
movies, or things by certain songwriting teams, or musicals set in New York. Anything to
narrow down the selection.
“Okay, I’ve got one I don’t think we’ve done before. Weird movies with great music.”
“For example?”
“Thoroughly Modern Millie,” I say.
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“Explain how it fits the criteria,” Mom says with a skeptical look on her face.
“First, there’s Mary Tyler Moore almost falling victim to a human trafficking scheme,
and there’s everything about Carol Channing’s character.”
“And you can think of others?”
“Three more off the top of my head.”
“Alright,” she says as she tips her head. “You drive.” She tosses the remote into my lap.
We make it through Thoroughly Modern Millie and Seven Brides for Seven Brothers—
they may kidnap the girls, but the dance sequence at the barn raising alone makes it
worthwhile— before we break to order lunch. We decide to try the new cafe the next block over,
mostly because delivery should be fast. We both settle on grilled chicken sandwiches. They’re
messy and way less healthy than they sounded on the menu, so we’re both pretty happy with the
decision. We plop back down on the couch, minus the comforter while we have the sandwiches,
and start Carousel.
“I’m still not seeing how this fits the theme,” Mom says between bites.
“The whole second act is Billy walking around as a ghost.”
“But it’s a classic. One of the greatest of all time”
“Which is why it fits the theme. It’s one of the best because of the music and the fact that
you have to really stop and think to realize how strange it actually is.”
“Okay, I’ll give you that one.”
I put on a stage version of the musical, and I realize too late the mistake I’ve made.
Mom’s already singing along with one of the first songs.
“Julie, Julie! Do you like him? Did you like it when he talked to you that way? When he
put you on the carousel today?”
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She nudges me with her foot as she sings. She’s been grinning and teasing me all week,
and it’s even worse when set to music.
“And you never tell me nothin’.”
“There’s nothin’ that I care to choose to tell.” I sing back, and Mom rolls with laughter.
“I should have picked the old movie version,” I say. “They cut this number.”
We’re quiet for the next couple of scenes, and then Julie— musical Julie, not me— starts
building up to “If I Loved You,” one of the greatest songs in all of musical theater.
“I wish people really communicated through song like that,” I say, more to myself than
Mom.
“That’s the whole point of music, though,” Mom says. “All of music is communication.”
“I know. But I mean, like that.” I point to the screen. “Singing their thoughts and figuring
out their problems by the end of the song.”
Mom shifts in her corner of the couch so she’s facing me instead of the TV.
“You and I communicate that way. I mean, what were we doing a few minutes ago?”
I smile. “I guess so. But it’s not like people burst into song like this in real life.”
“Sure they do.” She tilts her head against the back of the couch. “In a way. Not original
songs that say exactly what they want to. But don’t you have songs pop into your head
sometimes that say what you want to better than you could any other way? And it usually comes
out. Humming or whistling, or… singing…” She kicks me for emphasis. “What about that day in
the car from the airport? I was singing a song to cheer you up, and you whistled a song to shoot
me down.”
I picture her, slumped against the window.
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“I’m not saying that to make you feel bad.” Mom leans forward a little. “But could we
have been any more clear with our own words?”
I swallow. “I guess not.” I turn back to the screen. Now Billy is singing his part of the
song. It takes me a minute to work myself up to asking my next question.
“Did you and Dad? Communicate like that through music.” She looks a little surprised at
the question, and I brace myself for the inevitable brush-off. But I’m the one who ends up
surprised, because she answers.
“We did.” She has a faraway look in her eyes. “That might have been the only way we
communicated.”
I nod.
“What made you ask that?”
I sigh. I think about brushing this one off myself, but if she can be honest with me…
“I have this mental image of the two of you. It has to be a daydream, because it doesn’t
make sense any other way. But you’re in a really bright room with wood floors, and there’s a
piano, an upright, in front of the windows. Dad’s sitting at it, with his back to me, and you’re
next to him. You’re standing facing me with your arm resting on the piano. You’re singing
and…”
“And what?”
“And you’re looking at him and smiling while you sing.” I don’t tell her that I know it
has to be a daydream because I don’t think I’ve ever seen her smile like that around him.
“I know, it’s ridiculous,” I add before she has a chance to tell me herself.
“What’s the song?” She’s calm, not laughing. She’s taking it seriously. I didn’t realize
how much I needed her to until now.
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“That’s the other weird thing. It’s just a picture. No sound.”
She nods, and her mouth twists to the side. Her eyes are cut up at the ceiling.
“You have that daydream a lot?”
“Not really. I think maybe I used to. Now it feels more like a memory.”
Mom gives me a sad smile.
“I’m sorry, Julie. I’m sorry that’s all you have.”
But it’s not all I have. I have her, and that’s— it may not be better than my daydream, but
it’s something. I know I should tell her, but I don’t know exactly how to.
This is what I meant. This proves my point. There’s no song popping into my head right
now, but maybe that’s because I still hear Billy Bigelow singing.
“Words wouldn’t come in an easy way.”
I stand corrected. Maybe there is a perfect song for everything.
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